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Abstract

The teaching profession in the U.S. is currently experiencing a years-long deficit between
the number of new teachers required to fulfill the needs of today’s PK-12 public school job
openings and the number of people choosing to enter the profession (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2023). The problem is further exacerbated when paired with the knowledge
that, over the last decade, an average 8% of existing teachers has chosen to exit the profession
each year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Using self-determination theory
(SDT) as a theoretical framework, this study sought to investigate first-year teacher motivation, a
key component of self-determination, with the hope of later applying the knowledge learned to
help bolster new teacher success and perseverance.

Using qualitative secondary analysis (QSA), this research (the current study) built upon,
and looked to add to the findings of, earlier research (the initial study). The data set for the initial
study was comprised of transcripts from a longitudinal case study conducted by researchers from
the Kansas State University-College of Education (KSU-COE), aimed at satisfying requirements
for the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation’s (CAEP) Standard 4: Capturing
Completer Impact on PK-12 Students (Kansas State University-College of Education, 2022).
The current study made use of transcripts spanning three school years (the 2019/2020 school
year through the 2021/2022 school year) and included answers to interview questions from 56
participants, all first-year/new teachers in K-12 public education. Employing QSA methodology,
new research questions centered on first-year teacher self-determination and motivation were
applied to the transcript data from 17 focus group interviews.

Open coding, for the primary research question, brought forward 233 unique codes

related to first-year teachers’ motivation through the promotion or thwarting of self-



determination. From the unique codes, eight salient themes were drawn (4 for promoting self-
determination and 4 for thwarting self-determination) and discussed for their importance to
teacher success and perseverance. Content analysis, for three subsidiary research questions, was
used to unveil ways in which first-year teachers embody motivation through displays of the three
components of SDT, which are competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The emergent themes
and content analysis findings are discussed for broader application to improving the success and

perseverance, and ultimately retention, of new teachers.
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determination. From the unique codes, eight salient themes were drawn (4 for promoting self-
determination and 4 for thwarting self-determination) and discussed for their importance to
teacher success and perseverance. Content analysis, for three subsidiary research questions, was
used to unveil ways in which first-year teachers embody motivation through displays of the three
components of SDT, which are competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The emergent themes
and content analysis findings are discussed for broader application to improving the success and
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xviii



Dedication

To my lovely wife and amazing kids,

Thank you for always reminding me of what matters most!
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

This research used key concepts and scientific theories from the discipline of psychology.
Toward the end of the 20" century, psychology experienced a shift in philosophy. Having
decided the field of psychology had become too focused on illness, disease, and disorders,
Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi wrote in their paper, Positive Psychology: An Introduction:

Whatever the personal origins of our conviction that the time has arrived for a positive

psychology, our message is to remind our field that psychology is not just the study of

pathology, weakness, and damage; it is also the study of strength and virtue. Treatment is

not just fixing what is broken; it is nurturing what is best. (2000, p. 7)

Along this line of logic, I submit that a more intentional focus is needed on what gives a
new teacher the stick-to-itiveness and qualities they need to persevere. These qualities allow
them to continue to push forward despite adversity and eventually arrive at a place where
agency, efficacy, and resilience drive their decisions instead of the myriad challenges a novice
faces. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2020) further proposed that, during the latter half of the
20™ century, all significant strides in preventing illness resulted primarily from an approach
focused intently on building one's competency (strengths) instead of correcting weakness. Going
on, they claimed that "much of the task of prevention in [the next] century will be to create a
science of human strength...to understand and learn how to foster these virtues in young people"
(p.7). With the current research, I sought ways colleges of education and new teachers can foster
those strengths that help a novice to the career find the motivation to persevere and succeed at

teaching.



Personal Perspective: My Own Experiences with Teacher Motivation

My Motivation to Become a Teacher

A career change later in life brought me to teaching. In fairness, I knew in my early
twenties that [ was meant to be a teacher—I'd always enjoyed learning, imparting knowledge,
and the spirit of collaboration that happens when two people embark on a journey of sharing
discovery—but I didn't believe the voice inside telling me that teaching was the right career
choice for me. I opted for business school instead, which led me to pursue a career in sales. It
wasn't long before my time in sales morphed into something completely unexpected but also
unsurprising; [ was almost always put into positions where I was tasked with teaching others in
my role as a sales leader. It was as if the world knew better than I that I was supposed to teach. It
took me almost twenty years to believe the voice telling me what I knew all along: I was meant
to be an educator.

Once I accepted teaching as my true calling, I was fully committed to this new direction
for my life and career aspirations. With the heavy responsibilities of returning to school as a so-
called non-traditional student who worked a full-time job with a spouse and two near-teenage
kids at home, motivation was never difficult to come by. I told myself repeatedly over the three
years it took to complete a degree in secondary education that the long days of working my sales
job, followed by long nights of coursework, would be worth it in the end. Sales training and
leadership had been a lucrative career, but it did not feed my soul. Upon beginning the journey
toward teaching, my well-being experienced an almost immediate positive impact even before I
arrived at my end goal of having my own classroom. I was overjoyed with this new career's
possibilities, but that wasn't the only factor boosting my morale and overall well-being. What

was it, with three years of working the most I ever had, that had me in an almost perpetually



positive frame of mind? It was not until I read volumes of work dedicated to motivation for this
study that I could definitively say I knew what put me into the mental space where no amount of
hard work would dampen my spirit. Self-determination allowed me to happily work harder than
ever before to make this new career a reality, even though the path was far from easy.

When I chose business school and then sales leadership, my choice (motivation) was at
least partially governed by extrinsic motivators: you'll make lots of money, people will show
respect for your accomplishments, you'll drive the right car, you'll live in the right neighborhood,
etc. For a person raised in poverty and who considered himself lucky to get as far as attending
college, these things (money, respect, car, neighborhood, etc.) represented safety. My choice to
attend a college of business over choosing to pursue teaching as a career and my subsequent
career in sales was centered on the promise of maximum security.

Counter to this, in my pursuit of teaching, I found myself motivated by an alignment with
kindred spirits who wanted to make a difference in the lives and learning of students
(relatedness). I was also confident I would enjoy the sense of autonomy afforded teachers, as this
is what [ saw in my earliest field experiences during my undergraduate coursework when I was
placed in the classrooms of accomplished educators. I got to witness firsthand what it looked like
and felt like to be trusted with the education of a group of young people. I enjoyed the notion of
the same trust being placed in me. Lastly, I was confident I could teach my content (life sciences
for secondary education) with fidelity, as I felt well prepared by experts in both science content
and science teaching pedagogy. In other words, I was sure I possessed the necessary

competencies for the task ahead.



My Motivation to Remain in the Profession

I recall hearing the phrases rude awakening and survival mode concerning a new
teacher's first year in their classroom. The first phrase suggested that new educators can
encounter unpleasant surprises during their first year of teaching. The second phrase, at its best,
attempted to stress the importance of new teachers making it through the first year of teaching, if
not on a high note, at least with their spirit intact. Indeed, the lead-up to a new teacher's first year
in their classroom can be fraught with anxiety and uncertainty (e.g., Bartell, 2004; Boyle et al.,
2023; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 2017; Harmsen et al., 2018). One only hopes that intuition kicks in
and training takes over when the opportunity presents itself to teach for the first time.
Fortunately, this was the case for me. Even though I had envisioned teaching life science
subjects to high school students, and I ended up teaching general science in a seventh-grade
classroom for my first teaching position, I quickly found that my content and pedagogy training
took over, and students responded positively to me as their teacher. As I reflect, I now realize the
reasons for my ability to make it through my first year of teaching and the resulting motivation to
remain in the profession were similar to those that initially boosted my confidence when I began
the journey to becoming an educator: I realized in that year that [ was at least as competent as I
needed to be, I did enjoy the autonomy afforded me as much I had imagined I would. I had
formed solid relationships that year with both my students and coworkers.

Regarding competency, I discovered during my first year of teaching that I was indeed
well prepared by my college of education experience to handle most of the obstacles I
encountered. I was mostly ready to handle the content, pedagogical, classroom management, and
professional requirements of the job. What I wasn't fully prepared for, I could figure out in the

moment in most instances. I enjoyed being in command, for the most part, and possessing the



ability to handle the needs of most situations as someone new to the career. Again, this
reaffirmed that competence was essential to my success that year and my desire to continue in
the career.

When it came to autonomy during that first year in the profession, I was pleasantly
surprised at how much freedom I was allowed. I was continually provided chances to practice
agency and ownership over elements of my new world. I recall being genuinely shocked when I
was given the keys to my first classroom and told to "make it [my] own." Although I had a
science content mentor teacher assigned to assist me with content and pedagogy matters, much
like being told to make my classroom my own, my decisions were primarily left to me. Just like I
enjoyed the feeling that I possessed the competence to make it as a first-year science teacher, I
also enjoyed the feelings of trust, confidence, and respect that accompanied the autonomy I was
offered.

A final important piece of feeling like my first year of teaching was a success was the
morale boost I received from the many positive relationships I began and fostered over that year.
I discovered that middle school students enjoyed me as much as I enjoyed them. I also found that
I 'clicked' with colleagues who were energetic, positive, and who also valued strong relationships
with students. I felt like I had 'found my people' where both students and colleagues were
concerned. For me, although competence and autonomy were undoubtedly essential pieces of my
feeling of success at the end of my first year of teaching, I believe it was the relationships that
ultimately were the primary reason I was genuinely excited to have chosen my new profession
and had determined I would remain a teacher for my foreseeable future. Notably, it was
relationships that would eventually lead to me moving from middle to high school science and

then from high school to higher education science instruction.



My Students' Motivations to Become Teachers and Remain in the Profession

Early in my career as a college instructor, I administered the Science Teaching Efficacy
Belief Instrument (STEBI) to my elementary education students. The STEBI is a highly vetted
research instrument designed to accomplish two tasks. First, it aims to illuminate where pre-
service educators fall on a continuum regarding their perceived self-efficacy for teaching K-6
science in their future classroom experiences. This placement on the continuum can then be
examined, along with self-reflection, to help determine individual growth areas for students
using the instrument. Second, the results and continuum placement can then be used to introduce
students to examining and developing their senses of agency, efficacy, and resilience. The
general notion here is that, much like feeding a person for a lifetime if you teach them how to
fish, teachers will possess higher self-efficacy beliefs, practice more agency, and be more
resilient when times get tough if they are taught early on how to foster and develop these things
for themselves.

I began each semester with the STEBI and a discussion about strategies a new teacher
might use to develop higher self-efficacy for teaching science to elementary students. During
these discussions, among other things, I learned that my students—all of which were elementary
education pre-service teachers—had various motivations for wanting to be a teacher. Some of
my students would report they were guided into teaching by their own teachers, who suggested
that they would make great teachers based on interactions with them, observations of them with
other students, or their mastery in a particular content area. Other students had family members
or friends who were educators who had fostered their desire to become teachers. Finally, I would
occasionally have students report that their motivation was primarily intrinsic and that they felt it

was the right move for them career-wise.



Over time, my role with the college of education I work for evolved. Partially due to a
statewide teacher shortage and partially resulting from lower enrollment numbers, I began
assisting with recruitment and retention efforts to satisfy the service portion of my position with
the college. These efforts led to my intense curiosity about my students and whether or not they
were likely to remain teaching or would decide to exit their careers early. This began my desire
to find links between new teachers' experiences before (pre-service) and during their first year of
teaching, their motivations to teach, and their longevity in the profession. The current study is
tied to that desire. I aim to add to the knowledge of what helps a new teacher persevere and
succeed during their first year of teaching, which I hope will eventually lead to strategies for
helping new teachers remain in their careers longer.

Motivation of First-year Teachers: Purpose of the Study

This research, the "current study," stemmed from an earlier study, the "initial study"
(Kansas State University-College of Education, 2022). The initial study focused on the
effectiveness of a group of new teachers, all recent completers of a teacher preparation program,
and their overall satisfaction with their preparation experiences. As the initial study progressed,
themes emerged in participants' responses not targeted by that study. The current study sought to
explore one of the emergent themes from the initial study.

One prominent emergent theme centered on motivation. Specifically, when participants
were asked to discuss challenges they had faced during their first year of teaching, differences in
their approaches to answering this question were notable. Some took the opportunity,
unprompted by researchers, to delve into ways they attempted to overcome the obstacles, while
others spoke of obstacles but never mentioned efforts to overcome them. Although the particular

question did not ask for strategies used to overcome the barriers, this was the topic of a follow-up



question, the juxtaposition between the two approaches to talking about obstacles was
noteworthy. While some participants seemed to see obstacles as roadblocks, others spoke about
them as akin to temporary inconveniences and something they were proud to be able to
overcome. This led the initial study's researchers to question the reason for the difference.
Motivation to act arose as a potential candidate.

As noted by the sheer volume of literature dedicated to the subject, motivation is widely
seen to be an essential topic of analysis for areas as diverse as athletics, the workplace, politics,
and schooling (Ahmed, 2024; Boncquet et al., 2024; Han, 2009; Szarabajko et al., 2023). Also
abundant was research literature that connects motivation to the satisfaction of basic human
needs, which states that individuals are more likely to be intrinsically motivated to succeed and
experience heightened overall well-being when their basic needs are met (Bjorklund, 2023; Deci
& Ryan, 1985; Forner et al., 2020; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). Although research has examined
motivation and its links to teaching and learning, little to no literature was found that brought
motivation, needs satisfaction, and success in teaching together. This study examined how first-
year teachers can be helped to succeed and persevere in their new careers by looking into their
basic needs satisfaction, and resulting motivation.

Overview of Issues

First-Year Teacher Experience

Although they hope to learn all they will need to know during their pre-service
preparation experiences, new educators have much to learn during their first year as teachers
(Bartell, 2004; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 2017; Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019). As noted by Fantilli
and McDougall (2009), "Almost instantly, a beginning teacher has the same responsibility as a

teacher with many years of service" (p. 814). Since the current study was concerned with the



motivation of first-year teachers, it was crucial to consider and dissect what some of the learning
opportunities (or responsibilities) faced by new teachers might be.

There are specific competencies or knowledge sets a new teacher will need to work to
master. The current study considered two broad categories: content knowledge and pedagogical
content knowledge. Kleickmann et al. (2013) describe content knowledge as the set of
knowledge about a specific subject (i.e., math subject knowledge, science subject knowledge,
etc.) that is necessary to have in order to teach a subject with fidelity, while pedagogical
knowledge is the understanding of how to teach in general (i.e., how to use questioning
effectively, how to establish classroom procedures, etc.). Pedagogical content knowledge brings
each of those together—for example, knowing how to effectively use group work and centers to
teach different math concepts to a class of 20 fifth-graders with varying math proficiency levels.
Content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge are each recognized for their importance
in a first-year teacher's ability to feel competent at their new job (GroBschedl et al., 2019;
Kleickmann et al., 2013; Schiering et al., 2023).

Another area for learning to take place during the first year of teaching centers on
developing autonomy. Teacher, researcher, and author Patrick Harris stated in an interview with
Henry Miller (2023), "I knew that I was the best teacher when I had the most amount of
autonomy because I could learn more" (p. 3). Harris noted, however, that research participants
had voiced their frustration with too much autonomy at times, claiming, "Actually, I am really
stressed by that do it completely on your own level of autonomy" (Miller, 2023, p. 3). Although
autonomy is known to be an essential element of motivation and overall well-being (Deci &

Ryan, 1985; Deci & Ryan, 1995; Forner et al., 2020), we are reminded by Harmsen et al. (2018)



and Lang (2017) it is essential to find the balance between autonomy and prudent assistance that
is right for the individual, especially in the case of a first-year teacher.

A final area of learning for new teachers is how to foster relatedness (a sense of
belonging)—relatedness with their mentor, colleagues, students, and their students' parents have
been hailed in the literature for their importance (Guay et al., 2019; Klassen et al., 2012; Leo et
al., 2023; Soleas & Code, 2020). Most long-standing educators will agree with Pogodzinski's
(2012) assertion that relationships and the ability to foster them are integral to teaching. A
noteworthy element of the need for new teachers to learn to foster relatedness with those they
come into contact with daily was suggested by Deci and Ryan when they pointed out an essential
interplay between relatedness and autonomy. They stated, "A conflict between the needs for
autonomy and relatedness [can result in] a variety of disturbances" (Deci & Ryan, 2015). In this,
they pointed out that there can be a complicated give-and-take between a person's need to be
autonomous (self-determined, self-guided) and to have a sense of relatedness or belonging with
others.

The Relationship Between Motivation and Needs Fulfillment

Motivation, interpreted most broadly, can be broken down into two basic categories:
extrinsic and intrinsic (DeCharms, 1968; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Forner et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci,
2000c¢). Extrinsic motivation, as described by Ryan and Deci (2000c), is motivation to perform
an act to achieve some separable outcome. A person might take on an activity or task because
they will receive a reward—pay raise, recognition, promotion—to do so. A person might also act
to escape punishment or negative consequences—demotion, embarrassment, loss of status—if
they do not do as expected. Intrinsic motivation, on the other hand, describes motivation to act

that is self-determined. Ryan and Deci (2000a) describe this type of motivation as doing the
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activity purely for the inherent satisfaction of engaging in the activity itself or deriving an inner
sense of gratification for having done so.

Literature is abundant that describes the juxtaposition between the results of extrinsic
motivators to act —higher stress, lower levels of commitment, depleted overall well-being—
versus the results of intrinsic motivation to act—greater 'buy-in' to commit to the action, positive
psychological benefits, heightened overall well-being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Moss &
Wilson, 2014; Nicholls, 1984). Whether one is extrinsically or intrinsically motivated to perform
a task, according to researchers Ryan and Deci (2017), a person is not fully and optimally
motivated to act until three core psychological needs are met—the need to feel competent at the
task, the need for autonomous choice in doing the task, and the need for relatedness to others in
performing the task. They add that growth and heightened well-being are the result of the three
needs being met, but "anxiety, grief, hostility, and other such negative emotions are typical
responses to circumstances that are interpreted as threats or diminishment to their [basic] needs
fulfillment" (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, p. 320).

Self-Determination Theory

The core needs described above—the needs for competence, autonomy, and
relatedness—are foundational to Self-determination Theory (SDT), as described in the works of
Deci and Ryan (1985, 1995, 2000, 2015) and others (e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Gagné et al., 2022;
Jungert et al., 2022; Kaplan, 2021). Research has determined that the core needs are powerful
determinants of the level and type of motivation a person exhibits, further explaining that a
person will exhibit a higher degree of intrinsic motivation when the needs are fully met versus a
higher likelihood to require extrinsic motivation when these needs are not being met (Bauer &

Mulder, 2006; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Forner et al., 2020; Gagné et al., 2022). Going further,
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Ryan and Deci (2017) found that the degree to which the three core needs are "satisfied or
frustrated [is] conducive either to the relative prominence of healthy psychological growth or to
psychological stagnation and psychopathology" (p. 9). In plain terms, a person's satisfaction of
the three core needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness impacts their motivation to act
and overall well-being.

A second foundational piece to SDT is the Organismic Integration Theory, best described
as producing a self-determination continuum. Ryan and Deci (2017) posit that, on this
continuum, a person will be placed into one of six levels of motivation spanning from not
motivated at all' (or amotivated) to 'fully self-determined motivation' (or intrinsically motivated).
The work of Ryan and Deci (2017) and Kazén et al. (2003) further explains that the move to
being fully intrinsically motivated to act can only occur when the core needs have been met and
the action has passed a self-compatibility check, which means the person acting has decided the
action is harmonious with their own personal belief system and, thus, is self-determined to act.

Statement of the Problem

Teachers can encounter many learning opportunities during their first year as new
educators (Bakar et al., 2014; Bartell, 2004; Desimone et al., 2014; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis,
2017). According to Fantilli and McDougall (2009), In North America before the COVID-19
pandemic, it was estimated that 40-50% of teachers exited the profession within the first five
years of their time as a new educator (Anderson, 2000; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Maciejewski,
2007). Also notable was the finding that, although teacher effectiveness sees a sharp spike after
the first few years in the profession, many teachers exited the field before witnessing the spike
for themselves (Kain & Singleton, 1996; Worthy, 2005). The National Center for Education

Statistics (2023) reports that, currently, eight percent of the teacher workforce exits the field each
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year, and an outsized portion of that group is comprised of teachers with three years or fewer in
the field.

The U.S. public education system, as reported by the U.S. Department of Education, is
currently suffering from a teacher shortage (2024). Educators report feeling frustrated and
dissatisfied with current affairs and are choosing to exit the field in search of jobs offering fewer
challenges, improved work-life balance, and better compensation (National Education
Association, 2022; The National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Reversing the trend of
teachers ending their teaching careers should be a significant concern for U.S. teacher
preparation providers and state departments of education. Research has pointed to two factors—
motivation to succeed and the fulfillment of a set of core psychological needs—as being
correlated to general psychological well-being and feeling satisfied with one's career choice
(Ryan & Deci, 2000; Lyubomirsky, King & Diener, 2005; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2015; Peng,
Wu & Guo, 2022). Additional research suggests that key psychological components (whether a
person feels competent or not, whether they feel like they are trusted to be autonomous or not,
and whether they feel relatedness to the people around them or not) of many social situations
(new job, new living situation, new leadership role) are primary determining factors of a
successful outcome to the new endeavor (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Lyubomirsky, King & Diener,
2005; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2015). The current study investigated teacher motivation by
analyzing their core psychological needs (competence, autonomy, and relatedness) and whether
or not they expressed measures of self-determination to persevere and succeed at teaching.

Research Questions

The current study used SDT to examine first-year teachers' core needs satisfaction, or

frustration, which further extended into an exploration of potential motivation to succeed and
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persevere as an educator. The following research question and three subsidiary questions guided
the study.

Research question:

How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during their initial year of service?

Subsidiary questions:

a) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of competence?

b) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of autonomy?

c) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of relatedness?

Definitions of Key Words

1. First-Year Teacher: For the current study, these are newly licensed recent (within
five years) completers of a teacher preparation program who are in their first year of
teaching.

2. Exhibit: Followed by the phrase "self-determination," this is synonymous with show
or demonstrate, as developed through interview transcripts (Oxford English
Dictionary, n.d.).

3. Self-determination: Described as a process in which individuals control their personal
and professional choices (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

4. Initial year of service. For the current study, this refers to the first complete school
year as a contracted teacher of record in a public K-12 school.

5. Embody: Followed in each instance by the word "motivation," this is synonymous
with 'express' or 'represent.' This could also be used to describe 'symbols' or
'examples' of motivation through one of the three needs listed (Oxford English

Dictionary, n.d.)
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6. Motivation: A desire to behave or act in (a) certain way(s). Motivation can also
indicate the reason(s) one has for acting or behaving in a certain way (Deci & Ryan,
1985).

7. Competence: The state of feeling or being effective and capable of successfully
navigating a particular environment or task (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

8. Autonomy: Possessing a sense of volition and having the ability to exercise choice in
one's actions. Being able to act on the desire to engage in self-endorsed activities that
reflect one's values and interests (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

9. Relatedness: Pertaining to one's needs for meaningful social interactions and
enduring relationships with others inside personal and work-related spaces.
Relatedness also indicates a sense of belongingness or connectedness with others
(Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Professional Significance of the Study

Presently, few examples of motivation for first-year teachers exist in scholarly literature.
Work has been done to examine pre-service teachers' motivation, some centered around SDT
(Bakar et al., 2014; Kerimgil, 2023; Schiering et al., 2023; Wexler, 2019). Other work has
examined the motivation of students and how teachers can impact their students' motivation
(Boncquet et al., 2024; Cornelius-White & Harbaugh, 2010; Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey,
2018; Ulstad et al., 2019). Still more work has researched motivation in the workplace, some of
it again revolving around SDT, but rarely looking specifically at teachers' motivation through the
lens of SDT (Ahmed, 2024; Meyer et al., 2004; Nicuta et al., 2024; Van den Broeck, 2013). My
preparation for the current study uncovered only two articles related to studying new teachers

concerning SDT. The first, Keogh et al. (2012), focused on the effects of induction experiences

15



where promoting SDT was a component of the induction process for new teachers. The second
piece of research, Kaplan (2021), was designed to test new teachers' ability to counter
experiences of intensification using by-products of self-determination, specifically agency,
efficacy, and resilience. None of the scholarly works I located studied whether or not novice
teachers exhibited self-determination through the embodiment or expression of the SDT markers
of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. This is where my work differed.

The current study filled a void. A myriad of studies has focused on the experiences of
new and first-year teachers (Bjorklund, 2023; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 2017; Fantilli &
McDougall, 2009; Harmsen et al., 2018; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012;
Pogodzinski, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). None of them to date have investigated what we
might learn about how to aid or better prepare novice teachers to meet the demands of teaching
by focusing on their core psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. This
study will leverage new knowledge to help arm new teachers with vital tools they need for their
current and future success.

Overview of the Methodology

The current study extended from, and added to, the work of an earlier research study
(Kansas State University-College of Education, 2022). Beginning in 2019, I was one member of
a group conducting research for accreditation by the Council for the Accreditation for Educator
Preparation (CAEP) for Kansas State University-College of Education (KSU-COE).! CAEP

Standard 4, in short, requires that any accredited teacher preparation provider "demonstrate the

! Given the public nature of the research data from which this study is conducted, a pseudonym is not used to
identify the location. All data relied upon for this study is part of that corpus of work that is part of the institutional
accreditation reporting system. Participants signed an IRB that included verbiage to include additional uses for data
collected. For purposes of clarity, the institutional CAEP reports will be identified as the “initial study,” and this
dissertation will be identified as the “current study.”

16



effectiveness of its completers' instruction on P-12 student learning and development, and
completer and employer satisfaction with the relevance and effectiveness of preparation”
(Council for the Accreditation for Educator Preparation, 2020, Standard 4 section, para. 1).
During the initial study, participants were asked four questions:

1) How do you identify student academic success?

2) What challenges did you face in helping students achieve academic success?

3) What measures did you take to address said challenges?

4) Describe three documents/artifacts that would demonstrate your impact on student-
learning growth (Kansas State University-College of Education, 2022).

Upon gathering and sorting through the answers to the above questions, we realized there was a
wealth of additional data we, the study's architects, had not anticipated. In addition, unexpected
themes began to emerge, including the impact of new teacher motivation on their ability or
likelihood to persevere and succeed at teaching. That inquiry was the genesis for the current
study.

A series of focus group interviews provided data for the initial study. Transcripts from
those focus group interviews were used for the current study. Qualitative Secondary Analysis
(QSA) was the primary methodology used for the study. SDT provided the theoretical
framework for data analysis and interpretation. Two rounds of coding were used—one used a
deductive approach to analyze the data, while the second used an inductive approach. Overall,
the study examined how SDT can shape our understanding of motivation for first-year teachers

to apply found knowledge to future work with pre-service and novice teachers.

Organization of the Study

Chapter One introduces the current study investigating first-year teacher motivation and

how their core psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are met at their
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new positions. The chapter begins with the author's personal account of dealing with different
motivations—motivation to enter the teaching career field, motivation to remain in the field, and
then a look at the motivation of his students, all pre-service educators, to do the same. This
chapter also contains the purpose of the study, an overview of the issues, statement of the
problem, the research questions guiding the study, definitions of key words, the professional
significance of the study, and a brief overview of the methodology. It ends with a description of
the organization of the study.

Chapter Two presents a review of literature pertinent to the current study. The review
includes examinations of the first-year teacher experience and the relationship between
motivation and needs fulfillment. The chapter concludes with a look at SDT as a theoretical lens
used to view first-year teacher motivation and the satisfaction/thwarting of their core
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness.

Chapter Three lays out the current study's methodology. This includes a review of the
research questions, a discussion of the suitability of QSA for the study research methodology, a
look at participant selection for the initial study, data sources and analysis procedures, efforts to
ensure trustworthiness, and the research timeline.

Chapter Four displays the initial study's data to be analyzed and presents key themes
arising from the data.

Chapter Five presents an analysis of the data, findings, and suggestions for future

research.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

Depending on the characteristics or desired outcomes of research, literature reviews have
varying purposes. As described by Machi and McEvoy (2016), the purpose of this review is to
analyze the available literature about my topic to reveal a research problem for further
investigation. Although I had a predetermined direction for my investigation, I also allowed my
review of the literature to add to, or help determine new directions for, the research. My research
overall was an interrogation of motivation for first-year teachers with the aim to not only figure
out if the participants display motivation or not but to assess how colleges of education,
employing schools, and their school districts can home in on needs fulfillment to possibly
increase the motivation for new teachers to persevere and succeed in the career.

From low-skill jobs to white color positions with fortune 500 companies and beyond to
leaders of nations, motivation and its connection(s) to perseverance and success in just about any
endeavor has been recognized for its importance and often studied. For this reason, the current
study used motivation both as a focus and a framework. Literature was assessed for linkages
between motivation and perseverance/success in the workplace and overall well-being.

This literature review contains the following sections: First-year Teacher Experience,
Motivation and Needs Fulfillment, Self-determination Theory, and Summary. I will begin with a
brief discussion of the first-year teacher experience and those things designed to facilitate
success and increase motivation to succeed and remain in the career field (persevere). This will
be followed by a review of literature dealing with different types of motivation and motivational
theories relevant to the study as they relate to needs fulfillment (a key concept within SDT).
Next, the literature review will continue with an overview of SDT, centered around the three

core psychological needs and their impact on teacher motivation, and SDTs potential relation to
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teaching career success. Finally, a summary will link the three topics together and discuss how

the study made use of these connections specifically pertaining to teaching and the current study.
First-year Teacher Experience: Expectations of and for the Profession

Faced with the challenge of fully preparing a person for a new career as an educator,
within the span of only two to four years of contact time, research suggests colleges of education
have no small task in front of them when they take on a new student (e.g., Bakar et al., 2014;
GroBschedl et al., 2019). In addition to the duties required of pre-service educators, there can be
a litany of additional tasks, duties, and challenges a newly minted educator may face (Bartell,
2004; Boyle et al., 2023; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 2017). Given the vast amount of literature and
details associated with the first year of teaching, this portion of the literature review will focus on
facets of the first-year teacher experience, especially those relating to competence, autonomy,
and relatedness. Additional considerations important to the current study will also be presented.

Developing and Demonstrating Competencies

Formal mentoring experiences, as part of the induction/onboarding process for a
teacher new to a school, are of recognized importance (Boyle et al., 2023; Jacobsen &
Gunnulfsen, 2023; Mitchell et al., 2017; Smith-Washington, 2024; Womack-Wynne et al., 2011).
Mitchell et al. (2017) point out that although new inductees see mentoring as “secondary in
importance to their overall perceived needs within the classroom,” they add “preliminary
analysis does indicate that [first-year teachers] see coaching as fundamental, with formative
assessment activities also [being highly] valued” (p. 80). Indeed, although not every PK-12
school utilizes a mentor-mentee type induction experience, Boyle et al. (2023) suggest an
assigned mentor can be the first point of contact and an important lifeline for survival and

success during the first year of teaching.
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A high-quality mentoring experience has been associated with many positive outcomes
for new teachers. In one of the largest studies to date looking at the impacts of mentoring
experiences, a review of 15 empirical studies, Ingersoll and Strong (2011) found that such
experiences showed a positive impact on “three sets of outcomes: teacher commitment and
retention, teacher classroom instructional practices, and student achievement” (p. 201). For the
current study, these findings have important links to creating and demonstrating competence (an
SDT core psychological need) for a first-year teacher. Although some first-year teachers may
believe they are expected to enter the profession fully competent at the art of teaching, veteran
teachers know this is not true and that high-quality mentoring can aid in further development of
competence through on-the-job training. To illustrate this, regarding classroom instructional
practices, Ingersoll and Strong’s meta-analysis on formal induction through mentoring found
positive effects associated with teachers’ “performance at various aspects of teaching, such as
keeping students on task, using effective student questioning practices, adjusting classroom
activities to meet students’ interests, maintaining a positive classroom atmosphere, and
demonstrating successful classroom management” versus those who did not take part in the same
types of onboarding experiences (2011, p. 201). Another important competence indicator for
first-year teachers is proof of student learning. Going further on this, regarding student
achievement, Ingersoll and Strong reported that “students of beginning teachers who participated
in induction [with a mentor] had higher scores, or gains, on academic achievement tests” versus
new teachers who were not exposed to high quality mentoring (2011, p. 201).

Content knowledge demonstration is another key element of a first-year teacher’s
competence development (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Farrell, 2016; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011;

Lang, 2017). As is the case with ‘developing competence through mentoring’ above, many new
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teachers believe they are supposed to enter teaching with all the content knowledge indicative of
a true professional. Again, veteran teachers know they learn lots of new content knowledge as
they prepare to teach it during their first year(s) on the job. To illustrate the connection between
competence and the need to feel fully confident in one’s content knowledge, Lang (2001) noted
“the literature on the stages of teacher development tells us that the ‘survival’ stage in teaching
[one’s content] can last throughout the whole first year of teaching [but there are] points at which
the teachers [begin] to say, ‘I’'m getting on top of it now’” (p. 85). A final means for first-year
teachers to demonstrate competence through developing content knowledge is by relying on
support from colleagues (Bjorklund, 2023; Lang, 2017; McLean et al., 2020). “Supportive
others’” as noted by Bjorklund (2023), can give a new teacher “a sense that what she [is] going
through [is] normal and that she [is] going through it together with a group of supportive
colleagues” to lend help with curricular, relational, or content specific needs (p. 4).

Pedagogical content knowledge demonstration is a third important element regarding a
first-year teacher’s portrayal of competence. Pedagogical content knowledge differs from simple
content knowledge in that content knowledge represents the collection of information or skills
associated with a specific subject, while pedagogical content knowledge incorporates the
teaching strategies or approach one might use to support student success with that subject. To use
an elementary example, knowing that 2+2=4 is (very) simple content knowledge, while
understanding how to teach a first grader how to figure this through the use of math
manipulatives and helping young students begin to develop number-sense would fall under
pedagogical content knowledge. This has been noted in multiple studies as a prominent point of
need for first-year teachers (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Lang, 2017; National Academies of

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2020). Again, as with simple content knowledge above,
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veteran educators accept that pedagogical content knowledge will be further developed
throughout a teacher’s career (Bjorklund, 2023; Lang, 2017; McLean et al., 2020).
Developing Autonomy in a Controlled Environment

Curricular decisions versus a prescribed curriculum represent one area where first-
year teachers face the challenge of developing autonomy for themselves versus giving in to, or
even embracing, external controls (SDT’s external or introjected regulation types). A major
point of culture shock for new teachers takes place during the transition from their pre-service
preparation to their first year of teaching (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Farrell, 2016; Lang, 2017).
A way to capture the juxtaposition between pre-service teacher versus first-year teacher attitudes
or beliefs about what they will experience versus thoughts about what they have experienced is
discussed by Ergunay and Adiguzel (2019) in their talk about vision(s). The authors point out
that studies have found “considerable changes in beginning teachers’ visions” versus their
preconceptions (p. 276).

One area discussed in the literature for this change in vision is with the curriculum first-
year teachers are asked to use (e.g., Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Farrell, 2016; Lang, 2017). As is
commonplace with many teacher preparation providers, a point of emphasis during the pre-
service experience is curriculum/lesson-plan development. This has the effect of suggesting to
new teachers that they will make more curricular decisions than perhaps they will. Upon
beginning at their new school, new teachers are often surprised to find they are provided with a
set of school or district wide curriculum for certain subjects. Lang (2017) suggests these
curricular suggestions/demands can be an important tool to “help teachers survive during their
initial year of teaching” (p. 87). Put another way, being provided with pre-made curriculum

materials, they are required to use, may make life more livable during what educational theorists
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have coined the survival phase of the teaching career (Katz, 1977, Lang, 2017). However,
research data have also pointed out the opposing view; some new teachers report entering their
first year feeling prepared from a curricular standpoint—stemming from their pre-service
preparation experience—and, subsequently, report feeling set back upon being provided a
required curriculum they have no familiarity or training with (Farrell, 2016; Jacobsen &
Gunnulfsen, 2023; Katz, 1977; Lang, 2017; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 2020). Being provided with a pre-packaged curriculum to use, although it may make
the first year of teaching more survivable, stands to have a cooling effect on a first-year teacher’s
ability to develop autonomy with their curricular decisions.

Instructional decisions versus school and district guidelines, as with curricular
decisions above, can represent another area of juxtaposition between the beginning teacher’s pre-
service experience and their first year in their own classroom (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019;
Farrell, 2016; Katz, 1977; Lang, 2017). As suggested in Lang’s findings, while teacher
preparation providers commonly teach instructional methods and practices associated with
‘good’ teaching, schools and districts may have different or additional practices they require of
their teachers (2017). This requirement is often on the basis that ‘we all do this as a team, so our
students grow accustomed to a unified approach’ to instruction. While this may benefit both
teachers and students in the long run, it can present another opportunity for a first-year teacher’s
autonomy development to be thwarted.

Classroom management decisions versus school and district guidelines is a final area
discussed here that presents another noteworthy opportunity for a first-year teacher’s autonomy
development to be held off. The works of McLean et al. (2020) and Peng et al. (2022) illustrated

how new teachers’ symptoms of depression were increased in those teachers who endured more
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adverse classroom experiences from a student behavior standpoint during their first year of
teaching. Furthermore, they reported that data indicated “negative school climate [and classroom
management challenges were] directly related to declines in mental health and career optimism
among teachers” (McLean, 2020, p. 2). Indeed, multiple studies have summarized the issue the
same; teachers who experience significant trials with school environment or classroom
management are less likely to thrive in their positions and remain in the classroom (Boyle et al.,
2023; Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004; McLean et al., 2020; Peng et al.,
2022).

While this is certainly true, as data would indicate, research findings indicate the flipside
of the issue is many teachers find that one-size-fits-all remedies for classroom management
decisions—prescribed by the school or district and compulsory—do not fit their particular
teaching style or classroom needs (e.g., Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Farrell, 2016; Jacobsen &
Gunnulfsen, 2023; Mitchell et al., 2017). This brings up the question, ‘is it better to align
strategies by mandating classroom management practices or to allow even new teachers to work
through the adversity of having to figure out what works best for them and their students?’ This
is an especially important question when you include the notion that developing autonomy in
decisions, and actions being self-determined (SDT’s Identified, Integrated, or Intrinsic regulation
types), are indicative of improved overall well-being, greater job satisfaction, and increased
likelihood for retention (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Kaplan, 2021, Keogh et al., 2012; Peng et al., 2022;
Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

Fostering Relatedness and Belongingness in a new Environment
Educators and researchers have suggested relationships are at the heart of teaching (e.g.,

Bjorklund, 2023; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Katz, 1977; Wertzberger, 2022). Having a sense of

25



relatedness (one of SDT’s three core psychological needs), which leads to developing
belongingness (feeling as though you fit in with or belong to a particular group), has been shown
to improve intrinsic motivation, make people more likely to believe the work they do matters,
and increase longevity with organizations (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Ryan
& Deci, 2000a; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2015). Given these two notions—developing strong
relationships is important to teaching and the same has been shown to improve peoples’ personal
and work lives—it is intuitive that a teacher’s career, especially the beginning, could be
consumed with a focus on developing relatedness and a sense of belonging for both them and
their students. The literature exposes many ways teachers, schools, and school districts seek to
make relatedness and belongingness priorities.

Formal induction experiences through mentor-mentee relationships are one approach
schools and districts use in an attempt to ensure success and longevity for new teachers
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). School or district mandated formal
induction experiences, with mentors as a component, have been widely promoted for these
programs’ ability to effectively on-board and ‘bring into the fold’ new teachers (Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2020; Smith et al.,
2012; Womack-Wynne et al., 2011). As described by Boyle et al. (2023), “mentoring [programs]
are increasingly hailed as one of the most critical components of US teacher induction programs”
(p. 95). Although Boyle et al. found little statistical support for the above attempts or claims
(studies found no statistically significant link between mentoring and ensuring success and
longevity in the position, or that mentoring was the most effective on-boarding tool), they did
find “[overall] positive effects of [formal] induction and mentoring on new teachers” (2023, p.

162).
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An area of strength for formal induction experiences using mentors, an especially
pertinent one for the current study, is the ability of these programs to provide first-year teachers
with a support structure in a person who has likely experienced the same or similar challenges as
a new educator. This shared dynamic can allow for the mentor to extend empathy, and open
opportunities for candid and productive conversations, which goes back to fostering relatedness
and belongingness. When a novice is paired with a seasoned veteran, and this relationship works
to allow the novice to learn in an environment which supports growth and promotes feelings of
connection with a professional community, relatedness and a sense of belonging are more likely
to happen. Ryan and Deci (2000a) posited that “alienation and inauthenticity are prevalent in our
society and in others” (p. 74). They add that by “failing to provide supports for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness of employees...organizations contribute to alienation and ill will”
(2000a, p. 74). Mentor-mentee relationships can work toward preventing such feelings in first-
year teachers and can offer them the opportunity to foster relatedness and belonging within their
classroom and school.

Collegial relationships, outside of the mentor-mentee relationships discussed above, are
another type of working relationship important to allowing a new educator to flourish in, or at
least survive, their first year of teaching (Bjorklund, 2023; Lang, 2017; McLean et al., 2020).
Strong collegial relationships are credited with increased feelings of relatedness (Bjorklund,
2023), moving first-year teachers “beyond mere survival stage” (Lang, 2017, p. 85), and being
the “most salient to teacher outcomes including attrition” (McLean et al., 2020, p. 3). These
relationships can be realized in multiple areas of the school building from a ‘teaching team’ the
teacher might be assigned to (usually taking place during a specified team plan time), to

administrators and instructional coaches (others in the school charged with helping to onboard
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and ensure development of a new teacher), to non-faculty members like janitorial staff members,
office personnel, and paraprofessionals. Each of these groups can represent a unique opportunity
to build collegial relationships that can help a new teacher create meaningful connections which
can potentially help them make the most of their first year of teaching. These types of
relationships can also play a key part in aiding a new teacher in developing relatedness and a
sense of belonging to their new professional community that can carry them far beyond their first
year of teaching. As stated by Wertzberger, paraphrasing Marent et al. (2020), “the quality of
these collegial relationships, interactions and experiences is particularly important in mitigating
against early career attrition” (2022).

Not only do new teachers experience short-term (improved working conditions leading to
more successful outcomes and improved sense of relatedness and belonging) and long-term
benefits (lower early attrition rates) from fostering strong collegial relationships, but the school
itself sees gains. Lick et al. (2013) explains this by pointing out that:

A precondition for doing anything to strengthen our practice and improve a school is the

existence of collegial culture in which professionals talk about practice, share their craft

knowledge, and observe and root for the success of one another. High performing schools
tend to promote collaborative cultures [and have] teachers [who] communicate regularly

with each other about effective teaching and learning strategies. (p. 22)

Student relationships are a third type of relationship significant to a first-year teacher’s
success in the classroom (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Farrell, 2016). Although it may seem at
first that students are the true beneficiaries of productive and enduring relationships with their
teachers, data indicates that teachers reap the benefits of these relationships, too (Cornelius-

White & Harbaugh, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Lick et al., 2013). When strong
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relationships are present between students and their teachers, the two groups can collaborate on
successful outcomes for both. Lick et al. (2013) hails “collaboration [as] one of the most critical
parts of [teacher-student] relationships™ (p. 21). He posits the notion that a strong spirit for
collaboration is foundational to building enduring teacher-student relationships and vice versa;
the relationship between collaboration and relationship building is a reciprocal one for teachers
and their students. In its reciprocity, this arrangement also has a key side effect for both teachers
and students. It allows both parties to foster a sense of relatedness between them. When each
group realizes they are both ‘in it’ for each other, they move toward intrinsic motivation for
those activities and behaviors which benefit both, as “intrinsic motivation [is] more likely to
flourish in contexts characterized by a sense of security and relatedness” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

Parent relationships are a final relationship type that was of interest to the current study
and is framed as an important focus for new educators by teacher preparation providers. During
pre-service teacher preparation, candidates are routinely reminded that building productive
teacher-parent relationships through fostering open communication and a sense of collaboration
for the sake of their mutual interest in the student success of their student is of paramount
importance (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Katz, 1977; Lick et al., 2013). Longtime educator and
proponent of continuous educational improvement, Darling-Hammond (2018) emphasizes the
largest effect sizes were seen from studies where “involved parents and teachers work[ed]
together as partners to develop common strategies, rules, guidelines, and expectations for
children” (p. 18).

Although any student can potentially show gains in learning outcomes when this type of
dynamic is present, perhaps the greatest improvements come from diverse student populations.

Speaking on the strategies employed for improving communication and connectedness with
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parents of students from ethnically diverse populations by a large suburban Dallas school district,
Cattanach (2013) described how the greatest improvements to learner outcomes came for diverse
student populations in their district when the focus shifted from commonly practiced tactics, like
translating event flyers from English into the languages of their students’ parents, to strategies
more aligned with building genuine relationships and communication with the parents that
allowed them to relate to each other’s cares, worries, and dreams for the students they both
wanted to elevate. Their shared sense of relatedness bonded the parents and teachers in their
efforts to improve the learning of their students.
Darling-Hammond (2018) summed up the importance of fostering relatedness and a
sense of belongingness through developing strategies and using intentional means this way:
These [relational] strategies allow educators to create a community within the school
where caring is a product of individuals knowing each other in multiple ways. Teachers
in such personalized settings report a heightened sense of efficacy, while parents report
feeling more comfortable reaching out to the school for assistance...Schools that seek to
strengthen relationships have better outcomes than those that leave students in a
maelstrom of pressures and expectations with few opportunities to build relationships.
(p-16)

Motivation and Needs Fulfillment

As the theoretical framework for this study was centered on needs (the needs for
competence, autonomy, and relatedness) and the connections between those needs and the
motivation to persevere and succeed, I focused this portion of the literature review on the
historical development of the relationship between motivation and needs fulfillment. My search

for relevant literature turned up copious research related to teachers and motivation, but the
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studies in almost all cases were aimed at describing ways in which teachers motivate their
students. This study, instead, specifically looked at teacher motivation to do the work of teaching
and to ultimately persevere and succeed at the career. Below, the look at the connection between
motivation and needs fulfillment began with a basic two-category view of motivation, progressed
with a look into gradually more complex views of motivation and the link to needs fulfillment,
and ultimately ended with a look at how all of this connected to the current study. First, the two-
category view for motivation types—extrinsic and intrinsic motivations—is discussed.
Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivations

At the lowest end of the motivation scale (least motivated) is amotivation. Amotivation
describes the state of a general or complete lack of intention to act. The current study is
predicated on the assumption that participants do possess some form of motivation above
amotivation, a form that does include an intention to act. Thus, we will begin our look into types
of motivation, and motivational theories relevant to this study, by briefly discussing extrinsic
motivation. After that, the second of two categories of motivation will be discussed, which is
intrinsic motivation.

Extrinsic motivation to do an activity describes a situation where a person performs an
activity to attain some separable outcome. Put another way, people can be motivated to act by
external coercive factors. Examples of this could include engaging in an activity purely for the
sake of financial compensation, clout, praise, competition, or other desirable rewards. Another
category of extrinsic motivators describes situations wherein a person performs an activity to
avoid an outcome they may find to be undesirable. Examples of this type of motivator can
include conflict avoidance, engaging in an activity to ward off potential punitive measures

against oneself, or taking on a task to avoid the risk of disappointing another person or persons.
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There are four types of extrinsic motivators that overlay the above two categories. Each type
deals with a different degree of external to internal regulation for doing the task at hand. From
most externally regulated (least internal drive) to most internally regulated (most internally
driven), the four types are external regulation, introjected regulation, identified regulation, and
integrated regulation. The four types fall along a continuum for motivation, which illustrates how
a person can move from fully externally motivated to fully internally motivated (intrinsically
motivated) with several steps (degrees to which they are one, another, or a mix) along the way.
The four types of extrinsic motivation, and the continuum which holds them, are discussed in
greater detail below in the section titled The Self-determination Continuum.

Regarding teaching, opportunities to be extrinsically motivated abound for an educator—
in particular, one new to the field. Research suggests new teachers often feel a unique type of
pressure to appear to be fully ready for the rigors of a job that many veteran teachers report took
years of dedication and experience to master (e.g., Harmsen et al., 2018; Ingersoll & Kralik,
2004). Additional research posits new teachers have indicated a great deal of pressure exists to
have spot-on classroom management skills, which can often feel like it requires them to be
consistently stern with students, while also building relationships with students that demonstrate
empathy and caring for them on an individual basis (e.g., Klassen et al., 2012; Lang, 2017;
McCarthy, 2019). Although these two do not have to be at odds, finding the balance between the
two that allows one to accomplish both can be elusive for someone new to the trade (Leo et al.,
2023; McLean et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2017). Whether these external pressures are fully
applied from outside means, or if there exists a certain internal voice that leads a new teacher to
imagine those pressures exist, these are still considered to be extrinsic motivators, as the primary

motivator is the desire to avoid appearing unprofessional/underprepared for the job or,
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conversely, to appear in the eyes of others to be completely prepared and in command of their
new job duties. This real or imagined extrinsic motivation can come from administrators,
students, colleagues, and parents (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Paufler, 2018). These types of
motivators can present a powerful case for working hard to be all things to all people, or they can
lead to early burnout and an exit from the field before a novice can ever experience the natural
progression of skills that lead to the job mastery they believe others expect from them.

Another common extrinsic motivator for a person new to teaching, especially provided
someone new to the field may have just spent tens of thousands of dollars completing the
schooling necessary for licensure to teach, is the promise of consistent financial compensation.
Although complaints are persistent about the dollar amount of financial compensation for
teachers, many U.S. public school teachers report enjoying the fact that they are government
employees who are paid year-round for a job that, for most, requires nine months of reporting to
a physical workplace—summers off can represent a powerful motivating factor for a person to
enter teaching as a career (Bakar et al., 2014; Chiong et al, 2017). This can be especially true for
those who are, or plan to be, parents, as this allows them to collect a regular paycheck while
spending summers with their children. This time with their children, which affords them a higher
level of psychological comfort, and can save thousands of dollars in childcare expenses, is
another potential extrinsic motivator (Bakar et al., 2014; Roche & Haar, 2020).

A final form of extrinsic motivation to be a teacher, reported by educators, is the desire
for new teachers to give back to a profession that provided much for them at a time in their life
when they needed some form of additional support—many new teachers cite their time as a
student as a primary drive to provide for others that which was provided for them (Bakar et al.,

2014; Guay et al., 2019). Research indicates that many teachers experience great personal
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satisfaction through achieving this seemingly altruistic aim to serve others (Bakar et al., 2014).
This balance between altruism and the fact that a reward, whether it be financial, praise, or in the
form of recognition for serving, may be forthcoming for teachers is what places this type of
motivational factor still within the bounds of extrinsic motivators. The fact that a person is
reporting to others that they are seeking to help, give back, or serve is a way of rewarding oneself
for engaging in the activity through public recognition. While there are a great many potential
extrinsic motivators for a new teacher to be driven to action by, there are those motivators—Iike
the desire to give back— that straddle the line between extrinsic and intrinsic motivating factors.
However, there are motivators for a person to embark on a career as an educator, which are truly
intrinsic.

Intrinsic motivation to do an activity is described as doing the activity purely for the
inherent satisfaction of engaging in the activity itself or deriving an inner sense of gratification
for having done so, as opposed to doing it to obtain some separable outcome or reward (Deci &
Ryan, 1985). Literature describes people as being intrinsically motivated when they elect to
engage in activities because they are genuinely interested in them, they find pleasure in
completing the tasks, they are driven by an internal drive to improve, or they are guided by a
sense of purpose to undertake a task (e.g., Deci & Ryan 1985; Meyer et al., 2004; Ryan & Deci,
2000a). An important note here, again, is they will not experience a particular outcome or receive
any other reward for having engaged in the task. Research into extrinsic versus intrinsic
motivators has found a statistically relevant correlation and positive relationship between
intrinsic motivation satisfaction and a person’s overall well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). This is
to say, engaging in tasks for intrinsically motivated reasons is not without reward; it’s just that

the rewards are not outwardly derived, and the reward may be felt inwardly or emotionally rather
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than through compensation, positive recognition, or keeping oneself out of trouble. The reward,
often, is in the doing of the task itself. Furthermore, research has suggested that outside rewards
are not needed for this type of motivation to manifest, as intrinsic motivation is the natural state
of things, which is to say there are tasks humans do simply for the sake of doing the task and for
the inner delight, peace, or balance they bring to an individual (e.g., Ryan & Deci 2001; Van den
Broeck et al., 2013).

Ryan and Deci describe intrinsic motivation as “the prototypic manifestation of the
human tendency toward learning and creativity” (2000a, p. 69). To paraphrase, humans are
innately endowed with the desires to learn and be creative, which are considered integral parts of
the human drive to achieve, create and contribute to society. As stated, Ryan and Deci also point
out that they are hallmarks of intrinsic motivation. Scholars have noted that teachers report being
more pleased with their work, and more at ease regarding that work, when they are able to
recognize and act on an intrinsic and ongoing drive for learning—the suggestion is that teachers
should see themselves as life-long learners—and act on an internal desire for creativity in their
teaching praxis (e.g., Bakar et al., 2014; Castro et al., 2023).

Literature about teaching points out several examples of ways in which educators practice
agency in pursuing deeper or ongoing learning and/or exhibit an intrinsic motivation toward
creativity in their teaching. Examples of educators displaying intrinsic motivation in their
teaching practice can include:

e FElecting to take part in non-obligatory professional development

e Seeking out reading related to their content purely for the sake of enjoyment

e Changing up instructional methods, to try something new, when change is not

imperative
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¢ Empowering students to make choices about curriculum and/or instruction
e Looking for new and creative ways to assess or for students to demonstrate mastery
(e.g., Bakar et al., 2014; Chiong et al., 2017; Lick et al., 2013; Miller, 2023)

Whether a new teacher’s motivation for acting is extrinsic or intrinsic can dictate to what
extent they will psychologically benefit from the action (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci,
2000c). Researchers point out that a person is more likely to experience short-term feelings of
joy and satisfaction when they successfully complete a task which was extrinsically motivated,
while people who successfully complete a task which was intrinsically motivated report feelings
associated with overall well-being, emotional attunement, and longer-term satisfaction (Deci &
Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Table 2.1 lists commonly reported reasons researchers have
catalogued for people to be either extrinsically or intrinsically motivated to engage in a task.

Table 2.1 Extrinsic versus intrinsic motivation: When they re seen and why

Extrinsic Motivation Intrinsic Motivation
Seen when: A person is moved to act for A person is moved to act out of
some separable outcome or interest in or enjoyment for the
reward. task itself.
Why: e Get promoted e Feelings of enjoyment
e Receive praise from others e Provides purpose
¢ For financial gains e To experience growth
e To win e Genuine curiosity
¢ Be highly regarded e Passionate about it
e Stay out of trouble e For self-expression

Note: Table 2.1 is an original table produced by the current study author to present noteworthy
differences between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
In considering which theories of human motivation to investigate for the current study, I

deemed it important to begin with one believed to be foundational to motivational thought and
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which builds upon simple extrinsic and intrinsic categories for motivation. Maslow’s Hierarchy
of Needs (MHoN) fits this description. Although there are critiques of certain elements of
Maslow’s hierarchy—lack of empirical support is one example of a common critique (Bridgman,
et al., 2019)—it has been widely accepted for decades as a valid interrogation of what drives
human behavior.

An American psychologist, Abraham Maslow, wrote in his 1943 paper titled A Theory of
Human Motivation that a hierarchy of needs exists for humans which explains much of human
motivation and behavior. MHoN, as a motivational theory, describes what humans strive to
attain. Below, the hierarchy and connections to teaching are discussed. As seen in Figure 2.1, the
illustration, originally popularized by the psychologist Charles McDermid, of Maslow’s theory

represents the hierarchy graphically using a pyramid (McDermid, 1960).
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Figure 2.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Self-actualization

Love and belongingness
needs

Note: Figure 2.1 is an original graphic created by the current study’s author, adapted from
multiple forms of the original written description of MHoN as described in print by Bridgman et
al. (2019) and McDermid (1960).

The widest point of the pyramid, it’s base, represents those needs which are most
essential to all humans for basic survival. This base, the bottom level of the pyramid, holds some
of the most essential human biological (or physiological) needs. The physiological needs level
includes such basics as the needs for water and sustenance. Other physiological needs,
considered the most essential for human survival, are for necessities like air, shelter, sleep,

clothing, and reproduction. Maslow posited that people are not likely to concern themselves with
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needs associated with higher levels on the hierarchy until the physiological needs at the bottom
level are met to a personally satisfactory level. One way this may relate to teaching and learning
for students is the notion that a student who is not having their basic needs met outside of the
school-day is highly unlikely to be as successful during the school-day as other students whose
basic physiological needs are being fulfilled.

The next level up from the base is the safety needs level. This level is comprised of such
human needs as the need for personal security and the desire to be free from illness. Other safety
needs that surfaced in Maslow’s work were needs for specifics like employment, resources,
whole health, and property. Maslow said that the pursuit of safety needs may become more
pronounced in one’s behavior once a person’s physiological needs are met. The theory also states
that, if a person does not feel safe, they will typically first seek to satisfy their need for safety
before attempting to focus on needs at higher levels than this within the hierarchy. This is an
especially important need in today’s schools, as much of what we see in the way of social and
emotional needs hinges on the basic need for one to feel safe. It’s difficult for a young person to
achieve social and/or emotional wellness when their basic safety is a concern for them. Likewise,
if a teacher feels unsafe from ridicule, intimidation, job loss, harassment, or other harmful
factors, similar social and emotional side effects are likely to surface as when students
experience the same lack of safety needs satisfaction.

Once a person’s physiological and safety needs are met, they may feel free to direct their
efforts toward meeting the next level of needs—Ilove and belongingness needs. This level of
Maslow’s hierarchy is composed of needs which are social or interpersonal in nature such as
friendship, intimacy, familial attachment, and a sense of connection to others. According to

Maslow, and other psychologists, humans possess needs for belonging and acceptance and to be
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included in social groups. Maslow suggested that this crucial sense of belongingness comes from
being comfortable with and [experiencing a] connectedness to others that stems from acceptance,
respect, and caring (Maslow, 1987). Most people will only move to attempting to meet the needs
of the next level up—esteem needs—when satisfying the needs for love and belongingness has
been achieved. As educators, we hope our student’s needs for love and belongingness are being
at least partially fulfilled at home. However, whether these needs are being met at home, or not,
today’s educators realize the importance of a collaborative effort between home and schoolhouse
to ensure that this part of a student’s whole self is being at least partially attended to while at
school. Teachers can also grapple with the needs for love and belongingness.

Moving up the levels of the pyramid illustration for Maslow’s hierarchy, after the needs
for love and belongingness comes esteem needs. Maslow suggested two versions of esteem
needs. The lower version of esteem, again moving up from basic needs to more complex, centers
on a person’s need for respect from others. This version of esteem may include the needs for
attention, status, and positive recognition. The higher version of esteem centers on the need for
self-respect. This version can include needs like self-confidence, feelings of inner-strength, or
competence. When one or both levels of esteem needs are met, study participants have reported a
sense of freedom to be who they are and to act without pretense or concern of being judged
harshly for not conforming to convention.

Referring to the highest level of needs theorized in Maslow’s (1954) originally proposed
hierarchy, he wrote “what a man can be, he must be” (p. 91). To Maslow, the need for self-
actualization meant that, once the needs at the lower levels of the pyramid are met, humans
desire to become the most that they can be by working toward realizing or fulfilling one’s truest

talents, potentials, or desires. This can play out in many ways: working to become the ideal
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parent or marital partner, a successful artist, a top performing athlete, a renowned performer, or
achieving a higher level of spiritual attunement. All of these describe a person striving to be at
the highest level(s) of something they feel it is vitally important to accomplish. Maslow believed
that, although it isn’t necessary for one to fully satisfy the needs associated with the bottom four
levels of the pyramid before embarking on a journey to realize their need for self-actualization, a
person is best situated for a successful journey toward self-actualization once they have mastered
the needs connected with the lower levels of the hierarchy.

The current study examined first-year teachers’ motivation to persevere and succeed.
Maslow’s theory suggested that a major contributing factor to a person’s willingness to push
through adversity and accomplish tasks is their desire to fulfill their physiological, safety, social,
esteem, and self-actualization needs (Maslow, 1987). As my study focused on first-year teachers’
exhibition of self-determination, and self-determination theory (discussed in-depth later) posits
that one’s self-determination (motivation) is impacted by the degree to which a person’s specific
needs are met, a consideration of Maslow’s theory is an important one. At its foundation, MHoN
helps us frame the notion that people’s motivation to act is linked to needs fulfillment.

Since penning his original theory, Maslow himself has expanded upon his hierarchy of
needs. One example of the evolution of his theory was when he added cognitive and aesthetic
needs and later transcendence needs. For the sake of this study, I am including his original five
tier model (Figure 1), as it is the most basic look at his idea of needs as motivators to act.
Maslow is not the only social theorist to subscribe to or attempt to evolve his original thinking.
Next, Alderfer’s ERG Theory, which expands upon Maslow’s hierarchy, will be discussed.

Said to expand upon MHoN, Alderfer’s ERG Theory added a new layer of understanding

to the human push to satisfy needs as a central motivation to act. “ERG” is an acronym for
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Existence, Relatedness, and Growth. Figure 2.2 shows how Alderfer’s ERG interacts with
Maslow’s theory using the pyramid graphic popularized by Charles McDermid.

Figure 2.2 Alderfer’s ERG Theory as an overlay to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Alderfer’s ERG Theory

Self-actualization

Growth
Needs

Love and belongingness

Relatedness needs

Needs

Existence
Needs

Note: Figure 2.2 is an original graphic created by the current study’s author, adapted from
multiple forms of the original written description of MHoN as described in print by Bridgman et
al. (2019) and McDermid (1960), and overlayed with a graphic illustration of the written
description of Alderfer’s ERG Theory by Alderfer (1969).

Alderfer envisioned his work as an overlay to Maslow’s theory. Where Maslow did not
originally focus on empirical evidence from experimentation for the development of his theory, it
was instead based upon observational evidence, Alderfer’s theory stemmed from data gathered

using multiple scientific procedures and trials. From this work, he extrapolated that people in the
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workplace are driven to act (most motivated) when three essential needs are met—Existence,
Relatedness, and Growth needs.

When a person’s existence needs are met, they feel safe, secure, as well as comfortable in
the knowledge that their basic needs are being met. This is where Alderfer’s theory interacts
(overlays) with Maslow’s. The existence needs described by Alderfer are similar to those needs
found in Maslow’s Physiological and Safety needs levels of his hierarchy. In Alderfer’s thinking,
this is also where we see an individual’s need for autonomy in that here is where we find that a
person’s feeling like they have some measure of control over their destiny in their work/career
life is an important need for them to satisfy.

The level above existence needs is the need for relatedness. To satisfy a person’s
relatedness needs, they must have positive interactions with others on a consistent basis. This
level of needs recognizes a person’s social nature as a human being and their need for creating
relationships with the people they’re surrounded by. According to Alderfer, and other
researchers, building and maintaining relationships in the workplace is of paramount importance
to success and overall well-being while at work and in life. This corresponds to what Maslow
theorized regarding the love and belongingness needs and esteem needs levels of his hierarchy.

Finally, Alderfer’s work exposed a third type of human needs. Growth needs involve a
person’s ability to learn and develop in their current setting. This hunger to evolve, when we can
satiate it, satisfies the need to feel that the actions or work we do somehow enrich us and expand
our horizons. Humans have needs for engaging in creative endeavors and to do meaningful work,
as doing so quenches their thirst for personal development. This type of growth also allows them
to explore what their potential may be within their current setting whether that be work, school,

or home and family life.
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A major difference between Alderfer’s and Maslow’s theories is the approach each takes
to what happens when needs go unfulfilled. Maslow suggested that people are in a constant state
of acting to meet one or more of the needs associated with his hierarchy. Going further, a person
can flux in and out of needing to meet different needs at different stages or times in their lives.
He believed that an unmet need didn’t mean the person was incapable of moving forward in life
until that need was met. To the contrary, Maslow stated in his work that it was possible for one
to be completely content and motivated at work and in life even though they have personal needs
that are unmet (Maslow, 1943). In his writing, Maslow described instances where people seemed
fully and well-functioning, even though they had needs from one or more of the five levels that
were unmet at that moment. On the other hand, Alderfer saw his needs as more pressing or
immediate for people, especially regarding motivation.

Alderfer believed a person could only be optimally motivated when all three needs levels
were met simultaneously. This did not mean that a person was entirely unmotivated if all three
were not met. Instead, he believed a person would be so focused on fulfilling an unmet need that
this focus would hold them back in other areas of their work or lives. The three needs must be
simultaneously met for a person to realize their full potential in the workplace. The portion of
Alderfer’s theory dealing with this idea he titled the Frustration Regression Principle. In short,
this principle states that, if a person fails to meet a higher-level need, they may regress and
attempt to further fulfill (a) lower-level need(s) instead. This means, for example, a person will
regress and seek to further strengthen an already satisfied need for relatedness if they find that
their need for growth is continually frustrated. In the workplace, this might look something like a
manager choosing to double-down on his/her relationships with colleagues/subordinates, if they

feel they are not fulfilling their personal need for growth, even if their pursuit of those
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relationships undermines their potential growth opportunities. For a first-year teacher, if he/she
felt like they were not progressing in their growth as an educator, they may pivot (regress) and
decide to instead focus fully on their own survival and comfort—by leaning into the relatedness
piece—to simply make it through to the end of the school year at the possible expense of their
and their students’ learning. This hyper-fixation on the lowest-level need that a person can
satisfy, when unable to fulfill a higher-level need, can be damaging and lead to further
unforeseen frustration. This idea means that Alderfer’s theory, therefore, allows researchers to
pinpoint where a person’s needs are not being met by looking at their actions related to
attempting to satisfy other needs, which may have been helpful with the current study. Also,
regarding the current study, it is important to note that studies associated with Alderfer’s ERG
Theory indicate that extrinsic pressures are prime influences on human needs and motivations.
Additional Motivational Theories Guiding This Study

I selected three additional motivational theories to examine and allow to inform the
current study, which were McClelland’s Theory of Acquired Needs, the Self-efficacy Theory of
Motivation, and Approach versus Avoidance Motivational Theories. Each of these connects to
the theory I used as my theoretical framework, SDT, in a meaningful way.

McClelland’s Theory of Acquired Needs states that, regarding the workplace, each
person has three primary driving motivators: the need for achievement (nAch), the need for
power (nPow), and the need for affiliation (nAff) (Arnolds & Boshoft, 2003). In his work,
McClelland found that individuals possess differing balances of the three needs collectively, and
that one of those three needs will be a person’s dominant motivating factor. He posited that the

work of good leaders is to figure out which of the three needs is the primary one for each of their
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employees and then to focus on ensuring the fulfillment of that need for each of their employees
to maximize the motivation to succeed (Fisher, 2009).

Regarding the need for achievement, McClelland found that this need is often seen in
people desiring to solve complex problems, attempting to acquire specialized skills, setting and
achieving challenging goals, wanting timely feedback on their progress toward their goals, and
looking to be recognized or shown appreciation when they reach goals they set for themselves.
First-year teachers’ performance is often subjected to observation, review, and scrutiny in the
name of improvement. McClelland found that employee performance was positively affected
when leaders of organizations focused on this type of review activity being leveraged to make an
employee feel like they were achieving the goals set out for them by the leaders (Arnolds &
Boshoff, 2003; Fisher, 2009; Giiss et al., 2017). An example of this type of thinking, related to
the work of a first-year teacher, might be seen in the action of an administrator observing their
teaching, giving them positive feedback while also providing them with one or two achievable
goals to work on in preparation for their next observation, then following up with more positive
feedback during the later observation by making note of the new teacher’s growth with the goals
they set for them to achieve.

Regarding the need for affiliation, McClelland noted that this need may be seen in an
employee’s fondness for teamwork, their working to maintain positive interpersonal
relationships with colleagues, and in their attempts to reduce risk and uncertainty with the people
they work with (Giss et al., 2017).

Schools are places where opportunities to build meaningful human connections abound.
An education researcher, Seda Celic, noted that two primary influences for pre-service teachers

to have selected to enter the teaching field were the opportunity to engage in constructive
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communication with students and colleagues and to, in turn, build enduring connections (2023).
A study analyzing the motivations of over 900 teachers, who had served as teachers for 10 or
more years, found a significant relationship between teachers who reported more meaningful
connections with students and those who planned to stay in the profession longer (Chiong, et al.,
2017).

Regarding the need for power, McClelland pointed out that this need can be characterized
by the want to influence or control the actions of others. He also noted that someone with power
as their dominant need often has a deep desire to win arguments, wants to beat their competition
in measurables (such as sales goals), or enjoys persuading others to act or think in a way that is
similar to the way they do or is conducive to an outcome they desire. Although it is not
necessarily rooted in a need to control, as described by McClelland, pre-service and current
teachers both have reported the desire to positively influence the lives and learning of students as
a major factor in them wanting to enter and remain in the career (Bakar, et al., 2014; Celic, 2023;
Chiong, et al., 2017).

For the current study, there were two important comparisons between McClelland’s
theory and SDT. First, each subscribed to the notion that connections (relationships) can be
powerful motivators for action in the workplace and in life beyond a person’s career. McClelland
speaks to the need for affiliation, while SDT refers to relatedness or belongingness as one of its
three core needs. Both recognize the importance of human connectedness for optimal
performance and well-being. Second, each theory pointed out that people experience differing
degrees of satisfaction regarding the need for human connections. This study attempted to
discern where the first-year teachers fell, regarding their need fulfillment for relatedness, and any

perceived impact on motivation that may have had.
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Self-efficacy Theory of Motivation states that there are four components impacting a
person’s self-efficacy (one’s own perception of their ability to successfully complete a task or
duty). The four components of Self-efficacy Theory are experience, vicarious experience, social
persuasion, and physiological feedback. As shown in Figure 2.3, each of these components feeds
into a person’s own feelings of self-efficacy to engage in and successfully complete a task, which
then further impacts their behavior and performance with the task in question.

Figure 2.3 Self-efficacy Theory of Motivation

Self-efficacy Theory of Motivation
Experience Vicarious Social Physiological
P Experience Persuasion Feedback
Self-efficacy
Behavior &
Performance

Note: Figure 2.3 is an original graphic created by the current study author to illustrate the Self-
efficacy Theory of Motivation.

The first of the four components impacting self-efficacy, according to the Self-efficacy
Theory of Motivation, is experience. Experience, in this context, refers to a person’s past

experiences with completing tasks like the one at hand. Of the four factors associated with Self-
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efficacy Theory, experience has been found to be the most statistically significant factor in
developing self-efficacy. The general notion behind experience, in relation to self-efficacy
theory, is the idea that you are likely to feel more confident to complete a task successfully if you
have performed well at that task, or a similar task, in the past.

I have personally found this to be true. I instruct a course where I require each student to
teach a lesson to a small group of classmates on three different occasions over a 16-week
semester. Initially, for the first of the three teaching sessions, students were required to teach
something content-based—science, math, language arts, social studies, physical education, art,
etc.—from whichever primary content area they were focusing on for teacher licensure. This
represented a significant challenge for most of my students. Even though they were mostly
comfortable with the content they were selecting, they were usually completely unsure about
how to teach it. They’d had no teaching experience with the content. In my findings, most pre-
service teachers select which content area will be their primary focus for licensure based off
having been good at it, or deriving some sense of enjoyment from it, during their own time in K-
12 schooling. However, the enjoyment of being good at something, or receiving joy from
engaging in it, went away quickly for many of my students when encountered with the
challenges inherent to teaching it to others. Upon identifying this, I adjusted my course
curriculum. With the adjustment, the first teaching opportunity of the three shifted to teaching a
small group of their classmates how to do any hands-on activity, with some perimeters, that they
felt comfortable with. Then, for the second of the three teaching sessions, I would have them
attempt the content-based lesson. I saw a marked improvement in my students’ performance
from the first to the second of my methodologies. When I had students jump straight into content

area teaching, the results were tenuous at best. Immediately upon changing to having them first
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teach a basic activity they were comfortable with—a line-dance, an arts and crafts project, how
to play a certain card game, how to properly dribble and pass a basketball, etc.—I saw my
students come to life. They had experience with these activities, and I found over time that most
of them had taught this same activity to someone in the past. With this comfortability came
confidence that then transferred into the second of their three teaching sessions, which was
shifted to being the one focused on a content area of their choosing.

The second of the four components impacting self-efficacy, according to the Self-efficacy
Theory of Motivation, is vicarious experience. Studies have shown that people can develop self-
efficacy, or may do damage to their own self-efficacy beliefs, by watching other people perform
a task. If a person watches someone they believe to be similar to them in skill level complete a
task successfully, that person’s own self-efficacy beliefs have been shown to be positively
impacted. This is to say their self-efficacy increased vicariously. On the other hand, if the same
person witnesses another, who they again believe to be similar to them in skill or knowledge, fail
at a task they attempt to perform, this has been shown to negatively impact the first person’s self-
efficacy belief. When this happens, self-efficacy is negatively impacted through vicarious
experience.

The third of the four components impacting self-efficacy, according to the Self-efficacy
Theory of Motivation, is social persuasion. Through the encouragement of others that you can
successfully complete a task, you can increase your feelings of self-efficacy. Conversely, if you
are discouraged by others about your ability to successfully complete a task, your self-efficacy is
likely to lessen.

The fourth and final component impacting self-efficacy, according to the Self-efficacy

Theory of Motivation, is physiological feedback. A person’s body delivers to them a physical
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sensation when they are presented with a task to complete. This physical signal is referred to as
physiological feedback. The person’s self-efficacy belief for completing the task is impacted by
their interpretation of the physiological feedback their body provides. This affect can negatively
or positively impact self-efficacy. For example, if a person is set to deliver a training session to a
large group of coworkers, they might interpret their own elevated heartrate to indicate a strong
desire to deliver a well-received and helpful training session. In turn, this might drive them to do
so. Contrastingly, the person might interpret the same elevated heartrate to indicate a lack of
preparedness and a high likelihood to appear unprofessional in front of their colleagues. This, in
turn, might shake their confidence enough to make them shrink away from the challenge or task,
which may then impact their ability to deliver an impactful training.

How an understanding of Self-efficacy theory influenced my work with the current study
was primarily in relation to my growing understanding of the importance of competence (one of
SDTs three core needs). Self-efficacy and competence are two concepts that can feed off of each
other. When a person has a high sense of self-efficacy, they approach tasks with a level of
confidence and commitment that can produce tangible results consistent of one who is actually
competent with the task at hand. Likewise, when a person who is indeed competent at a specific
task approaches it, they typically engage in that task with a heightened sense of self-efficacy
(having successfully engaged in the task before), which then allows them to approach the task
with fervor that is once again conducive to more success with the task. This study looked for
signs of first-year teachers feeling competent with the tasks they are charged with as new
educators, which then lead into looking for potential impacts on their motivation.

Approach-Avoidance Motivational Theories attempt to dissect peoples’ motivations by

determining whether they engage in tasks to earn rewards (approach) or if they engage in tasks
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because they are trying to avert failure or negative consequences (avoidance). Teachers
commonly see each of these play out in schools daily. Some students are driven to try hard and
turn in work to earn good grades that will hopefully lead to admission into the college of their
choosing and ultimately land them a desirable job. Other students spend their days trying to stay
out of trouble, whether it be from administrators for bad behavior or from parents for failing
grades. The first student is driven by rewards, the second by fear of consequences.

In his Handbook of Approach and Avoidance Motivation, Elliot describes approach
motivation similar to the situation above—a person being motivated by rewards such as being
recognized for their success, incentives for doing well, etc. (2008). In this scenario, he explains
that people will attempt to seek out rewards and move toward them (approach), in order to attain
the positive experiences they desire. For example, a high school basketball coach might tell an
up-and-coming player that he sees the potential for them to be a captain next season if they will
focus on increasing their level of communication with other team members and on helping the
team remain positive if they get behind in a game. The player will be motivated to comply
because he desires the reward that he knows he gets if he does what the coach wants. When a
person is directed by approach motivation, they are often success seekers who are more likely to
be proactive in pursuing that which will move them closer to the success they seek. Another
example of this from the professional world would be when a person elects to go above and
beyond their normal job duties because they believe or know this behavior is more likely to earn
them recognition from superiors. Contrary to this is avoidance motivation.

Avoidance motivation, as described by Elliot (2008), is seen when a person is motivated
to actions which will avoid negative consequences. The negative consequence people are often

avoiding is the perception of failure or the potential punishment(s) that may result from failure.
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When a person is motivated to act by avoidance motivation, it is frequently driven by fear that
they are going to experience some sort of negative outcome if they fail. This type of motivating
factor is typically not healthy or beneficial for a person from a self-esteem standpoint and,
additionally, it can undermine the development of intrinsic motivation (Elliot, Gable & Mapes,
2006). This undermining of intrinsic motivation was of particular importance to psychologists
Ryan and Deci, as they pointed out in their work, which will be discussed later in this section.
When a person is approach motivated, they tend to believe they possess the skills
necessary to succeed with the task at hand. Because of this belief, they are more likely to
proactively engage in the task. Proactive engagement provides them a greater sense of control
over outcomes, as they are deliberate in the effort to actively seek out success. On the other hand,
people who are avoidance motivated often report feeling like they have less control of situations
because their actions are based off fear. The locus of control for them engaging in an act feels as
if it’s outside of them and is derived from an externally applied consequence that they are
attempting to avoid so they don’t experience the distressing emotions that accompany failure.
The challenge with avoidance motivation for people is that it tends to degrade one’s self-esteem,
and it doesn’t acknowledge their abilities, skills, or talents. This method of motivation is most
often focused on what a person is missing, which takes a toll on self-esteem over time (Ma,
2016). It is also noted by multiple researchers that this type of motivation is not seen as being
motivated in a way that is authentic to the individual and congruent with what a person might
value or desire to accomplish in their life (Ryan & Deci, 2000b; Elliot & Thrash, 2005; Nikitin &
Freund, 2010). For these reasons, the same researchers found that long term exposure to
avoidance motivation led to decreased well-being. This is only one several key connections

between approach-avoidance motivational systems and SDT.
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According to Ryan and Deci, approach and avoidance motivational systems work within
SDT (2000b). Researchers have posited that approach behaviors, or feeling in control of one’s
own destiny and possessing the tendency to act proactively, could be synonymous with Ryan and
Deci’s (SDTs) ideas around autonomy, or feeling the sense of being self-directed (Carver &
Scheier, 1999a, 1999b). However, Ryan and Deci point out that there is an important asymmetry
to be recognized between the two. Ryan and Deci believed that autonomy, a key concept to SDT,
should not be considered the same as approach behaviors. To illustrate this, they offered the
example of an athlete who chooses to avoid certain risky behaviors in practice to avoid further
injury (2000b). This represents a person proactively choosing avoidance behaviors, which is a bit
of a paradox for one who subscribes only to the approach versus avoidance ideal of a person
being one or the other and there being no in-between or blending of the two.

To further explain this, and to describe how approach-avoidance motivational systems are
linked to SDT, Ryan and Deci went on to note that there exists a continuum upon which a
person’s level of motivation falls. On this continuum, we see a blending of motivation types—
some avoidance-centered and some approach-centered—that can be driven extrinsically or
intrinsically while also being either fully autonomous and proactive or stemming from fear and
avoidance (Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b). Ryan and Deci’s Self-determination Continuum will
be further discussed below in the section of this literature review titled The Self-determination
Continuum. SDT, discussed next, posits there is a direct link between needs fulfillment,

discussed above, and motivation and overall well-being. This link is illustrated in Figure 2.4.
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Figure 2.4 Relationship between needs fulfillment, motivation, and well-being

Self-determination Theory: Relationship between Needs Fulfillment, Motivation, and Well-being
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Note: Figure 2.4 is an original graphic created by the current study author to illustrate the

relationship between needs fulfillment, motivation, and well-being.

Self-determination Theory

Scholarly work contains volumes of literature centered around scientific theories of
human motivation. For centuries, people have surmised which factors are behind why humans do
what they do. Although the current study attempted to investigate human motivation in the
context of the workplace for a particular group of people—specifically, first-year teachers—
scholars and historians have noted the importance of motivation broadly.

Woodrow Wilson, said by historians to be one of America’s five most important
presidents, stated “Self-determination is not a mere phrase. It is an imperative principle of action,
which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril” (Miller Center of Public Affairs, 2023). A
political scholar, John Mulder, reported that Wilson believed a person who lacked the capacity to
be intrinsically motivated (self-determined) to action was not likely to be a person able to
positively impact their own life or the lives of others and he would not tolerate such people in his

administration (1978). When it came to one’s ability to positively perform at their job, the 28"
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president of the United States put a premium on that person’s tendency toward, specifically,
intrinsic motivation and self-determined action.

To underpin the significance of motivation, Ulstad et al. insisted that “motivation can
manifest in many ways and influence participation, effort, performance, and wellbeing” (2019, p.
1086). Motivation is also an important element of Self-determination Theory (SDT), but it is the
constituent components of competence, autonomy, and relatedness that garner much of the
attention of psychologists and scholars who have studied the theory. For this reason, the current
study focused on the same—competence, autonomy, and relatedness—as a theoretical
framework to examine the motivation of first year teachers. Specifically, the study looked at the
ways in which first-year teachers express motivation to succeed at teaching by looking at how
they embody the three core psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The
remainder of this review is dedicated to dissecting literature pertinent to my investigation of the
intersection between teaching and motivation while using SDT as a lens to do so.

Researchers who study motivation agree that individuals can be highly self-motivated
and engaged, or inactive and disinterested, largely as a function of the social contexts they
developed under or currently function within (e.g., Bauer & Mulder, 2006; DeCharms, 1968).
Additionally, regarding optimal performance observed from the most highly motivated and well-
performing individuals, there is a high level of agreement that the motivation to perform so well
seems to come from within the person far more often than could ever be accomplished using
outward motivators (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Flaherty, 2005; Forner et al., 2020; Gavin & Bernardi,
2023). Self-determination Theory, as a field of study, is concerned with these matters.

SDT was first brought to prominence by psychologists and researchers Richard Ryan and

Edward Deci in 1985 with the release of their book Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination
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in Human Behavior. In the time since its introduction, SDT has become a widely accepted
framework for psychology’s focus on the links between human motivation and well-being
(Gagné et al., 2022). Central to SDT is the notion that humans have three innate psychological
needs that are essential for promoting optimal development, performance, and well-being: needs
for competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Ryan and Deci (2000a) posited
that “people’s inherent growth tendencies and [the pursuit of the three] innate psychological
needs are the basis for their self-motivation and personality integration” (p. 68). They go further
to explain growth and improved well-being result from people’s basic psychological needs being
met, but “anxiety, grief, hostility, and other such negative emotions are typical responses to
circumstances that are interpreted as threats or diminishment to their [basic] needs fulfillment”
(2000b, p. 320). To paraphrase Ryan and Deci, the satisfaction of the three core psychological
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are important antecedents for optimal
performance and eudemonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 1985, 2000a, 2000b). The current study
will seek to add to our understanding of the motivation of new teachers by interrogating the
fulfillment of the needs of a group of first-year teachers and the resulting relative motivations.
Self-Determination Theory is a macro theory. As such, it includes several mini theories. Two of
the mini-theories, Basic Psychological Needs (discussed as Core Psychological Needs) and
Organismic Integration Theory (discussed as the Self-determination Continuum), are particularly
relevant to this study and are discussed below.

Core Psychological Needs: Three Key Components of Self-determination Theory

Competence, from Ryan and Deci’s work, is the need to feel effective and capable of

successfully navigating within a particular environment or a given task. Competence has

important interactions with the human inclination toward accomplishment, skill development,
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and the innate desire for mastery. Each of these can drive an individual to engage with tasks in
ways which can lead to eventual competence through accomplishing tasks by trial and error, the
recognition of the need for further skill development, and making repeated attempts at a task
until mastered. Likewise, having some level of competence already established can lead to the
desire to work toward greater accomplishments, further skill development, and seek out new
mastery experiences.

Research indicates that supportive environments play a significant role in peoples’ ability
to develop and demonstrate competence in work and life endeavors (e.g., Forner et al., 2020;
Hassard et al., 2022; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004). Support structures for new teachers, as noted by
Mitchell, et all. (2017), put in place to varying degrees of effectiveness, play a crucial role in the
ability of a first-year teacher to thrive and persist or to potentially experience significant
struggles their new career. The most impactful support structures will offer timely and helpful
feedback, while delivering opportunities to further the skills (competence) a novice educator may
be lacking, which can in-turn motivate one to keep at it until they arrive at a breakthrough in
confidence, competence, or both (Mitchell, et al., 2017). Counter to this, certain situations or
environments can work to undermine competence for a new teacher. Tasks that are excessively
difficult, time demands that are unreasonable, or lack of helpful feedback can affectively
sabotage a first-year teacher feeling like they can persist through the challenges inherent to being
new at their chosen career and eventually develop into a highly competent educator. Instead, due
to the lack of a supportive environment, favorable to competence development and
demonstration, they may opt for leaving the field.

Autonomy, in the words of SDT theorists, refers to a person’s core psychological need

for a sense of volition and having the ability to exercise choice in one’s actions (Ryan and Deci,
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2000a). According to Deci and Ryan (1985), possessing autonomy also encompasses being able
to act on the desire to engage in activities that are self-endorsed and that reflect the person’s true
values and interests. They were also keen to point out that autonomy should not imply complete
independence from others. It should instead be recognized for the importance of one having a
sense of personal agency and the ability to freely make choices based off of factors most
meaningful to the individual (Ryan and Deci, 2000b).

Studies have shown that people who reported a sense of autonomy also reported higher
levels of motivation, feeling more engaged in tasks they were responsible for initiating, and
being more satisfied with their pursuits and outcomes (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1995, 2000a,
2000b; McLennan et al., 2021; Paufler, 2018). Furthermore, people have reported being
appreciative for opportunities that autonomy offered them to exercise self-expression, the ability
to make decisions based off of personal values, and feeling a sense of ownership over their
decisions, actions, and outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2006). In contrast, the work of Paufler (2018)
found that autonomy can be undermined in situations with high levels of external pressures or
controls. In such situations or environments, study participants reported feeling resentful,
demotivated, and a decline in well-being (Paufler, 2018).

The ability to practice autonomy can take many forms for first-year teachers: curricular
decisions, classroom management tactics, professional development foci, and which colleagues
to connect with all represent opportunities for new teachers to exercise autonomy. However,
while the importance of exercising autonomous behavior has been noted, research has shown that
new teachers appreciate the virtues of solid and supportive structures for developing the skills
which might one day lead to them being able to benefit from situations and environments where

greater autonomy can be realized (e.g., Boyle et al., 2023; Burke et al., 2015).
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Relatedness, the third of SDTs three core needs, has been described by Deci and Ryan
(1985) as pertaining to peoples’ needs for meaningful social interactions and enduring
relationships with others inside our personal and work-related spaces. Furthermore, the need for
relatedness involves feeling respected, cared for, and valued within those interactions,
relationships, and spaces (Ryan and Deci, 1985, 2000a). Humans are inherently social and
possess needs for connections and belongingness (Brown, 2012). Thus, satisfaction of the
psychological need for relatedness contributes significantly to an increase and sustainment of
overall well-being (Guay et al., 2019; Klassen et al., 2012). When this need for positive,
meaningful, and enduring social connections is met, study participants report feeling emotionally
supported and having heightened levels of motivation for both work and everyday tasks, leading
to improved productivity and well-being (Leo et al., 2023).

Regarding first-year teachers, the need for relatedness can be fulfilled in several ways.
Establishing positive and productive relationships with colleagues has been heralded for its
importance to emotional well-being, the boost to confidence (which is related to self-efficacy) it
provides, and for the ability to receive feedback in a way that allows a person to put it to use for
good as opposed to having it decrease their confidence (Bauer & Mulder, 2006: Wexler, 2019).
New teachers can also benefit from establishing positive, productive, and appropriate
connections with students (Guay et al., 2019; Klassen et al., 2012). Finally, research has found
new educators can experience increases in relatedness and overall well-being through
meaningful contact with their students’ parents or guardians, especially when these connections
lead to breakthroughs in their students’ ability to perform and thrive in their classroom

(Cattanach, 2013). On the other side of these scenarios, when the need for relatedness goes
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unmet, feelings of isolation, rejection, and decreased motivation are dominant, which can

negatively impact outcomes, well-being, and persistence (Ryan et al., 2022; Weinstein, 2011).

The psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness have been referred

to by Ryan and Deci as the need for “essential nutriments that individuals cannot thrive without

satisfying” (2000a, p. 75). The degree to which each of the needs is met, or goes unmet, has

profound impacts on (corresponds to) the degree of motivation—specifically, extrinsic versus

intrinsic motivation— a person is likely to display (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

Studies conducted by Deci and Ryan lead to the designation of six distinct classifications (types)
of motivation on a continuum introduced by the pair called the Self-determination Continuum.
The Self-determination Continuum

The self-determination continuum, first conceptualized by the motivational psychologists
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci in 1985, can be seen in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2 Self-determination continuum. From amotivation to intrinsic motivation
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Motivation Amotivation Extrinsic Motivation Intrinsic
Type Motivation
Regulation @N[E External Introjected Identified Integrated Intrinsic
Type regulation REBIEGIE Hoaiibiioie | Regulation | Regulation | Regulation
Source of WSS EOE Fully Somewhat Somewhat Mostly Fully
Motivation External External Internal Internal Internal
Regulatory  ERIATARID) Comply, Ego- Valuing an | Congruence, | Interest,
Process intention to External involvement, R:IsiAs (5 Awareness, | Enjoyment,
act, rewards or Seeking personally Synthesis Value,
May express | punishment [approval endorsing with self Inherent
lack of from others™ S Wi ER0E satisfaction
control
B el “No reasonto | “I’m doing | “I'm doing “I’'m doing | “I’m doing “I’m doing
try harder. this for a Hainiseseniiie | this because | this because | this purely
My students’ | reward I I may feel I see value I recognize | because I
success will may receive | guilty if [ in the goal.” | it as want to. |
be determined | (recognition | don’t. I important, get nothing
by their level | from peers probably and it makes | from it
of work, not or admin), should do me feel good | beside
mine.” or  may be | this, as it to contribute | enjoyment
punished seems like to something | and inherent
important.” | satisfaction.”




(scrutinized)

if I don’t.”
Motivation | Non-control Dependently Controlled Autonomously Controlled
Form Forms of Motivation Forms of Motivation

Note: Table 2.2 is an original table created by the current study author to present self-
determination on a continuum between amotivation and intrinsic motivation.
Table 2.2 is included for general explanatory value regarding the overarching concepts of SDT in
relation to extrinsic versus intrinsic motivation, and examples from each of the two broad
categories (extrinsic and intrinsic) as seen through an SDT lens. Additionally, the table displays
how these two broad categories overlap with the two primary focuses for this study—regulation
type and motivation form (“Form”). The table is arranged from left to right in terms of the degree
to which the source of motivation emanates from the self (i.e., is self-determined). For this study,
the arrangement of categories used will begin to the far left with the column containing “external
regulation” and will terminate to the far right with the column containing “intrinsic regulation.”
“Amotivation,” with non-regulation, has been included to help the reader see where the bottom
limits lie regarding motivation as a whole (amotivation is indicative of a lack of motivation or
lack of intent to act). This study will focus on the three “dependently controlled forms of
motivation,” with external, introjected, and identified regulation types, as well as the two
“autonomously controlled forms of motivation,” with integrated and intrinsic regulation types.
Regulation, internalization, and integration are three additional noteworthy terms or
processes important to SDT and this study. Regulation “concerns how people take in social
values and extrinsic contingencies and progressively transform them into personal values and
self-motivations” (2000a, p.69). It involves the action or process of regulating (controlling,
guiding, managing, modulating) or being regulated. The control (or regulation) of behavior can

come from completely external forces (fully external regulation of the motivation to act) or it can
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emerge from intrinsically regulated forces (fully internal regulation for the motivation to act).
The social pressure to act, behave, or demonstrate values in a certain way can come from wholly
external forces, as is the case when certain behaviors or values are prescribed by another person.
Counter to this, behaviors, actions, and values can emerge from entirely internal sources of
motivation, as seen when a person finds an activity intrinsically rewarding, worthwhile,
important, or inherently satisfying. When a person approaches the right side of the self-
determination continuum, where the two autonomously controlled forms of motivation are
found, they are said to possess integrated or intrinsic regulation types. Internalized or
internalization “refers to people’s taking in a value or regulation” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p.71).
When someone has internalized the regulation to act, they have accepted the importance of the
act. They see it as worthwhile and logical to act in a certain way, even if the initial prompt for the
action didn’t come from them. Integration “refers to the further transformation of the regulation
into their own so that, subsequently, it will emanate from their sense of self” (Ryan & Deci,
2000a, p.71).

Five regulation types are arranged moving from left to right (from extrinsic to intrinsic
types) on the self-determination continuum: external, introjected, identified, integrated, and
intrinsic. Each of the five types of regulation describes a different degree to which a person’s
motivation for action or behavior is either fully extrinsic (external), fully internal (intrinsic) or
somewhere in between (introjected, identified, or integrated). The movement from left to right on
the self-determination continuum represents a shift from lower to higher quality motivation.
Forner et al. posited “the quality of [people’s] motivation is predictive not only of their
commitment and work effort but also their overall engagement, well-being and performance in

their job” (2020, p.76). This study attempted to discern whether it is possible and/or useful to
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consider where a first-year teacher may be placed on the continuum (and, thus, which type of
regulation and quality of motivation they exhibit), based on careful examination of their
responses to a set of research questions, and what we can learn about the first-year teacher
experience by doing so. The five regulation types, and how they relate to this study, will be
described below from least to most autonomously regulated (lowest to highest quality).

The first dependently controlled form of motivation, the one showing no self-
determination or self-endorsed motive to act (fully extrinsically motivated—Ieast autonomously
regulated), is external regulation. When behaviors or actions are performed to satisfy an external
demand or reward contingency, they fall in this category. DeCharms (1968) said that, when
people behave or act for purely externally regulated reasons, they report feeling controlled,
alienated, and as if their actions had an external locus of causality, which resulted in little to no
ownership of the behavior or the outcomes. Externally regulated behavior is the type of behavior
most often at the center of studies by operant theorists, like B. F. Skinner and Edward Thorndike,
as a primary focus for such people was to look at how people’s actions and behaviors were
impacted by environmental pressures (Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

The next dependently controlled form of motivation, showing little self-determination or
self-endorsed motive to act (still somewhat extrinsically motivated), is introjected regulation.
Introjection, per Ryan and Deci, “involves taking in a regulation but not fully accepting it as
one’s own” (2000a, p. 72). They go on to explain that, in the case of introjected regulation,
behaviors are enacted to avoid feelings of guilt or anxiety or to enhance one’s ego. Said another
way, Deci and Ryan’s work showed that “introjection represents regulation by contingent self-
esteem” (1995): as a person, my self-worth is tied to whether I perform or succeed at the task I'm

asked to do. This being said, ego involvement is a central component of introjected regulation
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(DeCharms, 1968; Nicholls, 1984; Ryan, 1982). Ryan and Deci expressed this idea of ego
involvement as describing situations “in which people are motivated to demonstrate ability (or
avoid failure) in order to maintain feelings of worth and, although internally driven, introjected
behaviors still have an external perceived locus of causality and are not really experienced as a
part of the self” (2000a, p.72). An example of this type of motivated behavior would be when an
educator chooses to adhere to a school district’s suggested curriculum, but their approach lacks
rigor because they don’t fully believe in the curriculum. It could also be seen in today’s PK-12
schools where pressures are present to put classroom rules into place that a teacher may not agree
with (like zero tolerance cell phone policies) but implements to avoid being seen as one who
can’t, or won’t, toe the line and apply the same strictures as other faculty members.

The third and final of the dependently controlled forms of motivation, the first one
beginning to exhibit a level of self-determination or self-endorsed motive to act (somewhat
internally motivated), is identified regulation. On the Self-determination Continuum (Table 2.2),
this type of extrinsic motivation is the first where, although external pressures to act are present,
action is personally endorsed or at least somewhat self-determined (autonomous). Ryan and Deci
state that “identification reflects a conscious valuing of a behavioral goal or regulation, such that
the action is accepted or owned as personally important” (2000a, p. 72). This could be seen in
situations where, using the same example from above, a teacher may not completely agree with
the rules they are asked to put in place, but they do see the value in all teachers at their school
representing a united front. They might also think that, since consistency is important in school
settings to help students to not be confused by differing expectations for behavior from their

teachers, the students benefit from all teachers holding them to the same expectations.
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Ryan and Deci (2006) said, “heteronomy refers to controlled regulation, or regulation that
occurs without self-endorsement [as seen with external, introjected, and identified regulation
types], while its opposite, autonomy, literally refers to regulation by the self [as seen with
integrated and intrinsic regulation types]” (p. 1557). The first of the two autonomously
controlled forms of motivation on the self-determination continuum, which is the first one
showing a higher degree of self-determination to act (mostly internally motivated), is integrated
regulation. This represents the most autonomously controlled of the four regulation types still
considered to be externally driven. Ryan and Deci believe that integration happens when
“identified regulations are fully assimilated to the self, which means they have been evaluated
and brought into congruence with [a person’s] other values and needs” (2000a, p.73). Again,
furthering the example from above, a teacher who has fully integrated the idea that teachers must
all move in the same direction when it comes to expectations for student behavior, as they
understand and believe in the value of this for how it helps teachers, students, and parents better
perform for the overall improvement of the experience for all, would be practicing integrated
regulation when it comes to actions which support this idea. Their actions may be extrinsically
motivated initially, as a reward or punishment may accompany doing/not doing the action, but
they eventually become integrated and emanate from the self. Although behaviors based off of
integrated regulation are extrinsically motivated, since they are done to obtain a reward or
separable outcome, these actions share numerous features with those which are intrinsically
regulated (Ryan and Deci, 2000a).

The second and final autonomously controlled form of motivation, showing the highest
degree of self-determination to act (fully internally motivated), is intrinsic regulation. This form

of motivation happens when behaviors or actions are fully self-regulated, they are done for the
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inherent satisfaction of engaging in the behavior or action, and the reasons for acting have
nothing to do with separable rewards or punishments (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). An example of
intrinsically regulated motivation would be people taking on challenging tasks that they
themselves will never receive a reward or recognition for—they take on the task for purely
internal reasons. One example from a school setting might be a teacher deciding to start an after-
school club, that she is not paid for, where she plans to teach students how to knit and crochet.
She decided to start the club because she loves knitting and crocheting and sees this as a means
for sharing that love with others and helping a few kids along the way—it extends her workday,
with no extra pay, but she does it for the inherent satisfaction.

Self-determination Theory Related to the Workplace

When core psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are met,

people move along the continuum toward integrated and intrinsic regulation (autonomously
controlled forms of motivation). In this instance, a person has become self-motivated, self-
determined, and is driven by interest, enjoyment, and the inherent satisfaction of doing the task
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2015 Forner et al., 2020). Researchers have found that this leads to people
experiencing a heightened state of overall well-being conducive to improved mental and physical
health, greater satisfaction in their endeavors, and sustained effort (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000a;
Ulstad et al., 2019; Wingrove et al., 2020). When people’s core psychological needs are
frustrated, they move in the opposite direction along the self-determination continuum, toward
introjected or external regulation (dependently controlled forms of motivation). Accompanying
this move along the continuum, people have reported feeling disinterested, underappreciated, and
a lack of passion or connectedness to the actions or behaviors they were asked to do (Deci &

Ryan, 1985; Leo et al, 2023). Research has also indicated that most people, because negative
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feelings are associated with dependent controls, would prefer to engage in endeavors which
allow for autonomous control and, thus, experience the feelings associated with integrated or
intrinsic regulation: improvements in overall well-being, at peace with oneself, feeling as if their
work makes a difference, etc. (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1995; Ma, 2016; Nicholls, 1984; Ulstad et al.,
2019).
Self-determination Theory as a Theoretical Framework

The teaching profession is experiencing low morale, an identity crisis of sorts (teaching
content versus social and emotional foci, embracing technology use in the classroom versus cell
phone bans, etc.), and record numbers of teachers opting for new careers outside of education
(Mboweni & Taole, 2022; Noble, 2020; Paufler, 2018). Studies looking at these issues have
suggested a three-way divide between well-meaning administrators, parents, and teachers who
are simultaneously looking for ways to improve morale, increase accountability, and enhance
learning for all students while meeting individual learner needs, respectively (Castro et al., 2023;
Paufler, 2018; Will, 2021). In the end, though, it is the classroom teacher who is left with the
task of meeting students face to face and working to ensure their success on a day-to-day basis.
This task, although not a new one, has created new levels of stress for beginning and seasoned
educators alike (Collie et al., 2012; Harmsen et al., 2018; McCarthy, 2019; Pozas et al., 2023).
This has led to administrators and researchers seeking out and testing new ways to encourage,
motivate, and improve the day-to-day work-lives of educators (Castro, 2023; Mboweni &
Matshidiso, 2022; McCarthy, 2019). New emphasis is being applied to the importance of work-
life-balance and overall well-being concurrent with producing a motivated, effective, and

resilient teacher workforce (Castro et al., 2023; Chiong et al., 2017). This study was concerned
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with the same. SDT was selected as a theoretical framework to examine these interactions, as it
has been well vetted (discussed below) for this purpose.

Forner et al. conducted a study where they looked at the work of 51 leaders from various
levels of an emergency service organization to investigate their methods for motivating
subordinates. Since the study was interested in bringing to light new ways for improving
conditions and well-being for workers while also improving productivity, the researchers decided
SDT offered an ideal framework explaining, “self-determination theory (SDT), offers a
theoretical framework for enhancing employee motivation and stimulating positive outcomes
such as commitment, well-being, and engagement in organizations” (Forner et al., 2021, p. 76).

Teaching, like many professions, can be stressful (Sparks & Hammond, 1981). In
addition to SDT representing “a broad framework for understanding motivation and personality,
[it] speaks to many issues concerning stress related phenomena” (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011, p. 4).
It has done this by investigating the interactions between motivation and stress inducing factors
in workplaces, athletics, and educational settings. One such example of this was a study
conducted by Weinstein and Ryan. They noted that stress can be both mentally and physically
taxing but, more importantly, the effects of stress can be better understood and potentially
mediated by focusing on aspects of a person’s life—autonomy, mindfulness, pursuit of intrinsic
over extrinsic goals—that allow them to put stressors into perspective and, thus, develop
mechanisms to better cope with them (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). Again, they concluded SDT
offered the most appropriate framework for their investigation, as their study was centered on
improving overall well-being, which is also central to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1995; Weinstein &

Ryan, 2011).
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A final example for SDT’s use as a theoretical framework for research is seen in how
study authors have chosen to research coaching. Largely based on coaching contexts a person
has experienced themself, the word coach or coaching can elicit different feelings for different
people (Flaherty, 2005). A person may have experienced being coached harshly by someone
with little benefit or resulting improvement, while another person may have realized significant
gains in their performance (i.e., at a sport) stemming from interactions with coaches throughout
their time in a given endeavor (Flaherty, 2005; Gavin, 2023). The literature revealed that many
people report increased motivation to perform upon exiting coaching sessions that focused on a
positive, strengths-based approach to optimizing performance, while others report feeling de-
motivated by coaching interactions focused on correcting weaknesses and leaving them wanting
or needing more than what the coach was able to offer (Flaherty, 2005; Wingrove et al., 2020).
The former of those two types of coaching interactions recalls the term positive psychology. 1t
was researchers Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi who popularized the term and described Positive
Psychology as representing an important shift in the field of psychology toward overtly positive
concepts of optimal human functioning that includes topics such as well-being, life satisfaction,
hope, optimism, thriving, mindfulness, belongingness, etc. (2000).

My search for studies relevant to the current study, and having to do with SDT as a
theoretical framework, brought into view several studies dealing with the intersection of
coaching and positive psychology—termed positive psychology coaching. Positive psychology
coaching, per Toneatto (2021), involves using coaching methods that tie into and attempt to
promote ideas central to positive psychology—concern for overall well-being, practicing
mindfulness, and the roles that optimism and hope play in performance improvement. Several of

the studies I found during my literature search, which dealt with coaching or positive psychology
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coaching, employed and promoted SDT as a theoretical framework for studies having to do with
improving organizational functioning, well-being, or coaching/teaching style (Panchal et al.,
2019; Passmore & Oades, 2014; Wingrove et al., 2020). Each of these studies hailed the benefits
of utilizing SDT as a theoretical framework for studies having to do with coaching or teaching.
This lends added validity to my use of SDT as a theoretical framework for the current study, as I
hoped to ultimately glean new perspectives for coaching first-year teachers that could lead to
greater overall satisfaction with and retention for the profession.

Summary

As discussed in research literature, there are a great number of tasks, issues, and
complications new teachers focus their attention and energy on during their first year of teaching
(e.g., Bartell, 2004; Boyle et al., 2023; Castro et al., 2023). The primary focus for this study was
motivation in relation to those tasks. The lens I chose to examine motivation was SDT. More
specifically, I investigated first-year teacher motivation by searching for markers of optimal
motivation per SDT, which are competence, autonomy, and relatedness. I looked for ways
teachers embodied motivation by seeking out how they expressed their level of competence for
their ability to complete tasks expected of a new teacher in their school. Regarding autonomy,
this study looked for ways teachers embodied autonomy through seeking out indicators that they
felt able to, and were choosing to, make autonomous, self-determined choices. Relatedness is the
final embodiment I looked for, which I did by searching for signs of a participant’s ability to, and
decision to, build relationships, connectedness, and belonging within or around their new school

community.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology

Using Qualitative Secondary Analysis (QSA), the current study extended from, and
added to, the work of an earlier research study (Kansas State University-College of Education,
2022). Prior to the current study, starting in 2019, I was one member of a group conducting
research for the purpose of accreditation by the Council for the Accreditation for Educator
Preparation (CAEP) for a US-based, Midwest college of education—Kansas State University.
Again, I will refer to that earlier study as the initial study. An abbreviated version of CAEP
Standard 4 requires that any accredited teacher preparation provider “demonstrate the
effectiveness of its completers’ instruction on P-12 student learning and development, and
completer and employer satisfaction with the relevance and effectiveness of preparation”
(Council for the Accreditation for Educator Preparation, 2020, Standard 4 section, para. 1). In
gathering data for the initial study, participants were asked four questions:

1. How do you identify student academic success?

2. What challenges did you face in helping students achieve academic success?

3. What measures did you take to address said challenges?

4. Describe three documents/artifacts that would demonstrate your impact on student-

learning growth.

When asked the above questions, participants expressed a range of challenges, but also
mentioned ways they worked to overcome obstacles to help students achieve academic success.
During the responses to questions one, two, and four (which do not explicitly deal with how the
participants worked to overcome any obstacles they may have encountered), some participants
took the opportunity to delve deeper and explain how they worked through obstacles to aid

students in achieving academic success before they were asked to do so (this is the topic of
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question three). In doing this, some participants stood out as being focused on, or motivated
toward, overcoming obstacles and moving forward rather than being stymied by them. It was
clear from responses that there were two distinct perceptions on obstacles faced by the first-year
teachers in the initial study. Some participants saw the obstacles they faced as something they
could successfully work through and overcome. Others saw them as roadblocks to their ability to
do the job they were hired for but seemed less inclined to self-initiate a process to overcome the
obstacles.

From the apparent difference in viewpoints, a post hoc question arose, which served as
the basis for the current study: What might be behind the juxtaposition in the way first-year
teachers think about and approach overcoming the obstacles encountered during their first year
of teaching? That question, although not a research question for the current study, was at the
heart of this study’s look into why some first-year teachers seem to be differently motivated than
others. It was determined that a follow-up investigation of the initial study’s data (answers to the
four original CAEP study questions above), with the right theoretical framework applied, may
help answer the question about motivation.

In this chapter, I have outlined the current study’s research questions. I then explained my
methodology for applying QSA to the data from the initial CAEP-4 study to investigate first-year
teacher motivation with the current study. This is followed by discussions of the initial study’s
participants, a more in-depth description of the data sources I used from the initial CAEP-4
study, and a breakdown of how I planned to analyze that data. Finally, this chapter ends with a
discussion of trustworthiness and my positionality as a researcher, my expected timeline for the

current study, and a summary.
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Research Questions

Self-determination is described by the researchers behind SDT (a motivational theory) as
a person’s capacity for, or tendency toward, self-initiation of behaviors or actions (Deci &Ryan,
1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). A literature search revealed that the workplace is a particularly
well-studied area of human existence for topics dealing with motivation and self-determination
(Meyer et al., 2004; Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Jungert et al., 2022; Nicuta et al., 2024). Much of
the data regarding workplace motivation and self-determination of actions or behaviors has been
generated in search of links between these and job/life satisfaction, performance, and overall
well-being (Van den Broeck, 2013; Moss & Wilson, 2014; Roche & Haar, 2020; Hassard et al.,
2022). Ryan and Deci (2000b) claimed that people are happier in their jobs and experience
greater overall well-being when they can act and behave in self-determined ways. This study
sought to inform academia of themes/sub-themes associated with how first-year teachers exhibit
self-determination (show their motivation) to succeed in their new careers. It further attempted to
describe ways in which first-year teachers exhibit/demonstrate intrinsic motivation through each
of the three components of SDT (competence, autonomy, and relatedness). To meet these two
goals, the following research question and subsidiary questions guided this study.

Research question:

How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during their first year of service?

Subsidiary questions:

a) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of competence?
b) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of autonomy?

c) How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of relatedness?
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Methodology: Suitability of Qualitative Secondary Analysis

The current research built upon the data and findings of the initial study (CAEP-4, 2019)
by taking a new look at the data from that study using the research question, and three subsidiary
questions, above. The methodology I used for the current investigation was qualitative secondary
analysis (QSA). QSA uses qualitative data, originally intended to answer a different set of
research questions, to answer new questions, or to apply to scenarios not addressed by the
original research (Hughes & Tarrant, 2020). This study employed the supplementary analysis
approach discussed by Heaton (2004), as it attempted to add a layer of depth to the analysis of
the original research by exploring additional questions resulting from, but not answered by, the
primary data analysis. Thus, this research built upon the work of the initial case study and
maximized the usefulness of that data by applying the data to a new set of questions not
considered by the initial study.

Using existing data to conduct additional research is commonplace and has several
benefits (Holland et al., 2006; Hughes & Tarrant, 2020; Mason, 2007), of which two will be
presented here. A primary benefit, discussed by Holland et al., is that “the immersive depth and
time-consuming nature of qualitative research means qualitative data sets are expensive to
produce, and for these to be used solely for one study [is] potentially wasteful” (2006, p. 2).
Hughes and Tarrant added to this line of thinking when stating, “re-use [of data can] facilitate the
realization of the original financial investment” (2020, p. 3). Each statement suggests the
important and prudent nature of re-using extant data when possible and especially when new
questions arise stemming from, but not addressed by, the initial study the data was collected for.

A second major advantage to the re-use of existing data is seen when the data collection

process unearths new issues or questions not considered by the original research; the ability to
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re-purpose data to address emergent questions or themes is central to QSA (Goodwin, 2012;
Heaton, 2008). This study utilized data collected from a study conducted by a team of
researchers, of which I was a member, concerning new teachers’ impact on their students’
learning. During data collection for the initial study, several important themes arose. Those
themes were not considered when developing the initial study’s guiding questions. One of the
themes arising from the initial study’s data gathering was the role teacher motivation (or lack of
it) might play in their impact on student learning and their ability to thrive in their new career.
While answering questions, many of the initial study’s participants reported about times during
their first year of teaching when they were either highly motivated or encountered obstacles to
their ability to feel motivated. This led to the decision to re-assess the initial data with a new
focus—specifically, first-year teacher motivation. In doing this, I engaged in secondary analysis
of data I initially helped gather. Referring to this type of data analysis in research, Brewer et al.
affirm that it can be beneficial for “researchers [to] reuse their own data for a new research
purpose,” claiming that “using this variation, researchers could [benefit, as] they would
understand the primary research [more] fully and would have access to the complete data set” (p.
871). Figure 3.1 illustrates the process for the current study, applying QSA as the research
methodology and SDT as the theoretical framework, to re-analyze the initial study’s data using

new research questions.
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Figure 3.1 Applying qualitative secondary analysis to an initial research study
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Note: Figure 3.1 is an original graphic created by the current study author to illustrate the
progression from the initial study to the current study.

Participants

The current study built upon a longitudinal case study conducted by a research team,
which included myself. The initial study duration spanned four years, from 2019-2022. New
participants were added each year of the study: year one n=25, year two n=20, year three n=11.
A master list of first-year teachers—all recent completers of a KSU-COE preparation program of
study—was compiled and referenced for the creation of a narrowed-down listing of first-year
teachers to solicit for participation in the initial study. Potential participants were contacted via
email, and those interested (the ones who replied expressing interest to take part) were scheduled
for an interview. For the initial study, focus groups were used to collect data (answers to four
questions). Since the research was to gather data to satisfy a component for CAEP accreditation,
the participants needed to be representative of all of KSU-COE’s teacher preparation programs,
which are:

e Traditional on-campus elementary education,
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e Bachelor of Science Online (BSO) elementary,
e Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) elementary,
e and 13 of the provider’s traditional on-campus secondary education programs

Agriculture,

Modern Languages,
Speech/Theater,

Music,

Family and Consumer Sciences,
Journalism,

Art,

Physical Education,
Business,

Science,

Math,

English Language Arts,
and Social Studies

O O O OO OO OO OO O0oO oo

The three requirements for participants to be included in the current study were:

e They had to be a first-year teacher when they participated in the initial study.

e They had to be a graduate of one of Kansas State University’s teacher prep programs.

e They had to participate in the initial study’s first round of focus group interviews.

An important item to note about each of the 56 participants in the initial study is that the
teacher preparation experience of each of them was affected in some way by the COVID-19
pandemic, which, as noted in other research, impacted educational settings and students
throughout the world beginning in early 2020 (Turner et al., 2020; Van Lancker & Parolin, 2020;
Wertzberger, 2022).

Data Sources: Focus Group Interview Transcripts

For the current study, focus group interview transcripts from the initial study were
analyzed. All the initial study’s focus group interviews were conducted via Zoom. For most of

the initial focus groups (early 2020), the facilitators conducted the interviews from an office on
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the campus of Kansas State University. The office space was set up as a conference room
containing one large table with several seats around it and one large television (facing the table
and used as a monitor) connected to a computer and a web camera.

By late 2020, which saw the introduction of the second group (cohort two) of study
participants, most elementary, secondary, and higher education across the U.S. had moved to
some combination of highly-modified-in-person, fully online, or hybrid delivery (Goldstein &
Shapiro, 2020; Rivas, Shakya, Riegle, Rios, Torres, & Muldofskey, 2020; Wertzberger, 2022) as
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. This affected the initial study’s researchers, as many of
them switched from conducting research and teaching on campus to doing that work online from
home. Because of this, the research site for the initial study was varied—a combination of being
conducted online from a single office on the campus of Kansas State University, to being
conducted online from the home(s) of one or more researchers, to being conducted online via a
cellphone connection from a researcher’s car. The one constant was using Zoom as the platform
for all interviews. This added a layer of stability and familiarity to the interviews for all involved.
Another benefit of using Zoom as a platform was that the video and audio recordings were all
fully digital and easy to download after each group interview. That aided in participant and data
protection, which is covered in more depth below.

As previously discussed, all data used for the current study was collected over four years
as part of a longitudinal study, which took place from 2019-2022. That longitudinal study was
designed to gather data to support the college’s work toward accreditation. Participants were
selected to represent most of the preparation programs the college offers. A small team of
researchers (faculty members), which included myself, were assembled to first write the

questions that would be asked for participants to answer during the focus group interviews. Next,
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a larger team was formed, which included the members from the smaller team, to conduct the
focus group interviews. All interviews were conducted via Zoom. The video and audio
recordings from each of the group interviews were stored on Zoom’s encrypted servers to be
downloaded to a computer at the college later. Once all interviews were complete for a cycle
(each of the four years of the study was considered a cycle), the video and audio recordings were
downloaded to one computer and one standalone hard drive, which were located on the Kansas
State University campus. The audio recordings from each of the focus group interviews were
then uploaded to a web-based program called Otfer.ai for audio-to-text transcription. Otter.ai is
an online provider that uses artificial intelligence (Al) to produce text transcriptions from audio
recordings uploaded by users. Since the transcripts are not always 100% accurate, the added
measure was taken to listen to the audio recordings for each interview while reading the
transcript to find and correct errors. All transcripts of the interviews were housed on one of two
computers, both of which were work computers used by researchers associated with the initial

study and who planned to conduct further research with the data.

Data Analysis

Qualitative Secondary Analysis (QSA)

Heaton (2004) outlines five approaches to QSA: supplementary analysis, supra-analysis,
re-analysis, amplified analysis, and assorted analysis. Of the five types, the current study
employed the supplementary analysis approach. When conducting supplementary analysis, a
researcher is attempting a more in-depth analysis of a theme, issue, or question that emerged
from the initial study and was not directly addressed by that study (Heaton, 2004, 2008).

The current study sought to add a layer of depth to the analysis of the original research by

exploring additional questions resulting from, but not answered by, the primary data analysis.
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This placed the current study in line with Heaton’s description of the supplementary analysis
approach, which is said to “involve a more in-depth focus on an emergent issue or aspect of the
data, which was not addressed, or was only partially addressed, by the primary research” (2004,
p. 41). In this case, the post hoc emergent issue not considered in the initial research dealt with
the question of motivation. Specifically, why did some participants seem to be more or less
motivated than others to produce the impact(s) on student learning that the initial study sought to
find evidence of? This question led to the primary research question for the current study (How
do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during their first year of service?), since
motivation and self-determination emerged as potentially important issues during the initial
study’s analysis phase but were not specifically addressed by that study.

A blend of inductive and deductive content analysis was utilized. To analyze the data for
my primary research question—How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during
their first year of service?—I utilized the data analysis spiral described by Creswell and Poth

(2018), which is illustrated via flowchart in figure 3.2.
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Figure 3.2 Adapted Creswell & Poth’s Data Analysis Spiral shown as a flowchart

Look for development of themes from notes on
initial/emergent thoughts and refine codes

@

Note: Figure 3.2 is an original graphic created by the current study author, adapted from

Process of clarifying and evaluating interpretations
for representation of data, identify relationships
present between themes/codes and framework

Creswell and Poth’s (2018) description of their Data Analysis Spiral, using original content
specific to the current study.

Using an inductive process for analysis of this portion of the study meant I needed to
enter the coding process without preconceived notions or themes in mind (Bhattacharya, 2017;
Creswell & Poth, 2017; Merriam, 2009). The analysis phase began by reading and re-reading the
transcripts. As I read, and after, I took note of questions or thoughts that arose for ways to
analyze or chunk the data. As described by Bhattacharya (2017), I intended to “chunk data into
manageable units of analysis (coding)...by pulling out phrases, sentences, paragraphs that stand
out to (me)” (p. 150). I began the process of thematic analysis by using open coding for my

primary research question. As I conducted this initial coding round, I wrote (took notes) about
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that process for use in chapter four of this study and also as a means to ensure trustworthiness,
which is discussed later. When the first round of chunking the data was complete, I began to
group the data into broad categories. Code categorization in this way allowed me to bundle
similar or related codes into more refined categories (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Merriam, 2009).
Bhattacharya (2017) refers to this as “clustering” (p. 151). After clustering, I began to move into
deeper analysis through the process of theme identification. Braun and Clarke (2006) describe
thematic analysis as following a sequence of six phases: (a) become familiar with the data set,
(b) generate initial codes, (c) search for themes, (d) review the themes, (¢) name and define the
themes, (f) and report the data through identifying and clearly articulating which themes are
present. This allowed me to then begin to draw meaning and produce a narrative. Whereas my
primary research question lent itself to an inductive process for data analysis, my three
subsidiary questions were more geared toward a deductive process for analysis.

My three subsidiary questions all involve specific phrases I was looking for connections
to in the data, which warranted beginning this phase of data analysis using a deductive approach.
The difference here was that I had pre-established themes, which were competence, autonomy,
and relatedness, I was looking for connections to, or descriptions of, in the data. This meant I
specifically utilized a content analysis approach while coding for my three subsidiary research
questions by using three predefined themes. The process began with those three phrases
(competence, autonomy, and relatedness) as broad headings. As I read and re-read the
transcripts, I took note of words, phrases, and descriptions that aligned with any of the three
broad categories. Upon generating the lists of words, phrases, and descriptors associated with

each of the three categories, I followed the same data analysis steps utilized with the inductive
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process above. Overall, regarding my three subsidiary questions, the analysis began using a
deductive approach, but this ultimately transitioned into an inductive approach.
Theoretical Framework for Analysis: Self-determination Theory as my Lens

Considering the primary purpose of the current study was to build upon a pre-existing
study by re-interpreting the original data, this research implemented an interpretive approach
using Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory as a theoretical framework, or lens, for data
analysis.

After conducting years of research using Self-determination theory (SDT) as a basis, it
has been described by Deci and Ryan as:

[A] motivational theory of personality, development, and social processes that examines

how social contexts and individual differences facilitate different types of motivation,

especially autonomous motivation, and controlled motivation, and in turn predict

learning, performance, experience, and psychological health. (2015)
They further explain that SDT can be used as a lens for “examining a wide range of phenomena
across gender, culture, age, and socioeconomic status” (p. 486). It looks at what stimulates
people's behaviors and motivates them to act in various situations, as well as how their behavior
is moderated in the many parts of their lives (Deci & Ryan, 2015). There are three components
of SDT: Competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Both separately and together, these three
factors have been used as a lens for analysis of data associated with people’s extrinsic and
intrinsic drivers of motivation in copious studies concerned with what effectively prompts people
into action (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kaplan, 2021; McLennan, Mcllveen & Perera, 2021; Peng, Wu
& Guo, 2022). The current study analyzed the data by evaluating it through the lens of SDT in

order to look for themes/sub-themes linked to the exhibition of self-determination, the
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embodiment of the three components (competence, autonomy, and relatedness), and ultimately
for how this all could potentially impact our approach to working with pre-service and first-year

teachers to positively impact their overall satisfaction, success, and perseverance in the career.

Trustworthiness

The nature of the current study was to explore ways in which colleges of education could
use a theory of motivation centered around positive psychology and overall well-being to further
their understanding of how teacher preparation providers and school districts can foster
competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The study was not seeking to produce generalizability
but was instead looking for new ideas, rooted in science, that institutions could consider when
looking for ways to improve the overall satisfaction, success, and perseverance of new teachers.
Although the study was not aimed at generalizability, the trustworthiness of the findings was
nonetheless important. To ensure threats to validity were addressed and the study’s findings were
congruent with reality, the study’s methodological approach included the use of the
trustworthiness components outlined in table 3.1 below.

Table 3.1 Breakdown of trustworthiness components used in the current study

Trustworthiness Explanation of Component How it Will be Executed
Component
Peer debriefing seeks to Seek the advice of colleagues
“establish that the and area experts regarding
researcher’s interpretations procedures, analysis,
and findings are clearly interpretations, and reporting
derived from the data” findings (Ahmed, 2024).
Peer Debriefing (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 3).

Merriam (2009) states this
can be accomplished through
“discussions with colleagues
regarding the process of
study, congruency of

85



emerging findings with the
raw data, and tentative
interpretations” (p. 229).

Practice Reflexivity

Remain cognizant of biases to
make certain that these biases
are openly addressed to
ensure a more objective
position during collection,
analysis, and interpretation of
data (Ahmed, 2024).
Researchers should maintain
a self-critical account of the
research process as well as
internal and external dialogue
(Nowell et al., 2017; Tobin &
Begley, 2004).

Take note of and record
personal biases and
predispositions (Ahmed,
2024). “Make it explicit in
the text that [I am] conscious
of [my] own biases, values,
and experiences that [I] bring
to the study” (Creswell &
Poth, 2018, p. 321).

Audit Trail

Audit trails are aimed at
Producing an account of
decisions made during the
current study that “allows a
researcher to retrace the
process by which [they]
arrived at their final findings”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
323).

Keep a record of decisions
regarding methodology,
analysis, and reporting to
optimize traceability (Ahmed,
2024) and provide readers
with evidence backing those
decisions (Nowell et al.,
2017).

Note: Table 3.1 is an original table created by the current study author using information from
multiple forms (cited within table) to present the current study’s trustworthiness measures.

To further explain the attempts made to bolster trustworthiness, table 3.2 below outlines
strategies employed to do so during the coding and thematic analysis portions of the current

study using the three trustworthiness components discussed above.
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Table 3.2 Stages of analysis and actions for trustworthiness in each

Stages of Analysis

Actions Taken to Establish Trustworthiness

(w/ *Trustworthiness Component and Citations noted)

Stage I:
Becoming Familiar with
the Data

¢ Intentionally prolong time working w/ the data (Lincoln

& Guba, 1985)

Catalog musings on theory, methodology, and reflective
thoughts (*Reflexivity) (Nowell et al., 2017)

Catalog thought about potential codes/themes (*Audit
Trail) (Nowell et al., 2017)

Keep records of all transcript data and reflexive journal
entries related to that data (*Audit Trail) (Nowell et al.,
2017)

Stage 11:
Producing Initial Codes

Workshop initial codes w/ peers (*Peer Debriefing)
Record all workshopped codes (*Audit Trail)

Use a coding framework (*Audit Trail) (Nowell et al.,
2017)

Stage I11:
Initial Exploration of
Themes

Workshop theme generation w/ peers (*Peer Debriefing)
Catalog process of theme generation (*Reflexivity)
Create diagrams illustrating theme connections (Nowell
et al., 2017)

Keep detailed notes for this process (* Audit Trail)
(Nowell et al., 2017)

Have experts vet themes/sub-themes (*Peer Debriefing)

StageIV: (Nowell et al., 2017)
Deeper Analysis of . .
Themes Continually return to raw data to assess connections
(*Reflexivity) (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
Stage V: Workshop names and definitions for themes/sub-themes
Final Refinement with peers to reach consensus (*Peer Debriefing)
Through Naming and Catalog process of theme refinement (* Audit Trail)
Defining Themes
Workshop major themes to report back as findings with
peers (*Peer Debriefing)
Stage VI: ProvidF: thick dF:tail (?f procegs for coding and thematic
Reporting Findings analysis (*Audit Trail) (Merriam, 2009)

Report on catalogued rationale for decisions involving
theory, methodology, and reflection throughout the study
(*Reflexivity, *Audit Trail) (Nowell et al., 2017)
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Note: Table 3.2 is an original table created by the current study author using information from
multiple forms (cited within table) to present the current study’s actions for trustworthiness
during different stages of the current study’s research.
Positionality of the Researcher

As an instructor at Kansas State University, I taught several of the participants from the
initial study used to gather my data. Having worked with them in one-on-one and group settings,
I likely had pre-conceived notions of who they were. The importance of this was not overlooked.
At the center of my study was motivation—motivation to work with students who both uplift and
challenge, motivation to make the right choice for others as opposed to ourselves, motivation to
keep on going when it seems harder than it should be. As a student of mine, I may have seen,
from the participants, what I would consider to be either high or low motivation to complete my
course work, their motivation to take part in our classroom learning community, and whether
they faced the challenges of rigorous course work with a can-do attitude or not. If I had delved
into the individual person-level data with a notion of who the person was and what type of
motivation I saw from them as a student, this could have affected my interpretation of the data
before me. Merriam (2009) reports that researchers should engage in “critical self-
reflection...regarding assumptions, worldview, biases, theoretical orientation, and relationship to
the study that may affect the investigation” (p. 229). By doing this, and the actions noted above
in Tables 3.1 and 3.2, I sought to remain fair and balanced in my analysis and reporting of data

for the current study.

Research Timeline

Table 3.3 outlines the timeline for the study.
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Table 3.3 Research timeline

Mid-August 1) Proposed research to committee

Mid-August—Mid-September  2) Analyzed focus group data from initial study using Stages I
through V of Table 3.3.
*Note: Peer partnership was utilized here per Table 3.3.

Mid-September—October 11 3) Synthesis of all data and finalizing report
*Note: Peer partnership was utilized here to address
deficiencies or needed early revisions

October 11 4) Submitted dissertation to committee

October 18 5) Defended dissertation

Note: Table 3.3 is an original table created by the current study author to present the timeline
for the current study.

Summary

The current study sought to learn how we can better aid new teachers in persevering and
succeeding during their early career development by looking at their individual perceptions
through the lens of SDT. To do this, I dissected the interview transcripts of 56 participants from
an earlier CAEP Standard 4 case study (the “initial study”’) conducted by the Kansas State
University College of Education. As the data for my study was pre-existing, I engaged in QSA
methodology to address new research questions—questions not considered in the initial study—
for the current study. As noted, SDT served as a theoretical framework (my lens) for analysis.
This study ultimately aimed to find new methods, grounded in scientific research surrounding

motivation and well-being, for helping teachers thrive and remain in their teaching careers.

&9



Chapter 4 - Data Presentation

Introduction

The current study sought to examine how first-year teachers can be helped to succeed and
persevere in their new careers by looking into their basic needs satisfaction and resulting
motivation. Self-determination theory, the theoretical framework used for the current study,
states that a person is most likely to experience heightened overall well-being, and is therefore
most likely to be optimally motivated, when they feel as if their decisions to fully engage in tasks
are self-determined (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Forner et al., 2020). Additionally, the theory
states that true self-determined engagement with a task is most likely when three core
psychological needs are met—the need to feel competent, the need to feel as if one has relative
autonomy regarding decisions, and the need for relatedness to other stakeholders (Ryan & Deci,
2000a; Gagné et al., 2022). It is links between needs fulfillment, motivation, and self-determined
action, and potential ties to teacher success and perseverance that this study looked to unearth.

This chapter begins with an explanation of the process for coding and thematic
development using the analyzed data. This will be followed by a snapshot of focus group data,
by cohort, including select participant demographic information. Next, codes and connecting
emergent themes from the data will be shown for each of the three cohorts. Finally, themes will
be discussed and supported with data from participants’ responses.

This chapter will conclude with a data presentation regarding the study’s three subsidiary
questions. Using content analysis for this portion of the study, participants’ quotes relating to
competence, autonomy, and relatedness were noted and are reported here. Select quotes and their

connections to the literature are further analyzed and discussed for their relevance in chapter 5.
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Coding and Thematic Development Data for the Primary Research Question

The current study employed the supplementary analysis approach, one of five approaches
to QSA as described by Heaton (2004). Supplementary analysis attempts a more in-depth
analysis of a theme, issue, or question that emerged from an initial study, which was not directly
addressed by that study (Heaton, 2004, 2008). The emergent issue not considered in the initial
research dealt with the question of motivation. Specifically, why did some participants seem to
be more or less motivated than others to produce the impact(s) on student learning that the initial
study sought to find evidence of? This question led to the primary research question for the
current study (How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during their first year of
service?), since motivation and self-determination emerged as potentially important issues during
the initial study’s analysis phase but were not specifically addressed by that study. Using self-
determination theory as a theoretical framework for data analysis yielded the three subsidiary
research questions (How do first-year teachers embody motivation through a sense of 1)
competence, 2) autonomy, and 3) relatedness?). The 17 transcripts of the initial study’s focus
group interviews were searched for teachers’ exhibitions of self-determination, and for possible
evidence of them displaying motivation through acts of competence, autonomy, or relatedness.

A blend of inductive and deductive content analysis was used. To analyze data for the
primary research question (How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination during their
first year of service?), the data analysis spiral described by Creswell and Poth (2018) was used.
As this question warranted an inductive approach to analysis, the coding process began without
preconceived notions of codes or themes in mind (Bhattacharya, 2017; Creswell & Poth, 2017;
Merriam, 2009). Analysis began by reading and re-reading the transcripts. As questions or

thoughts arose regarding ways to analyze or chunk the data, they were noted. As per
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Bhattacharya (2017), the data was chunked into manageable units of analysis (coding)...by
pulling out phrases or larger spoken sections that potentially addressed the primary research
question. These chunks of data were given unique descriptors, or codes. The process of open
coding eventually led to grouping the data into broad categories. This code categorization
yielded more refined categories, or clusters, of data. After clustering, deeper analysis began
through the process of theme identification. As described by Braun and Clarke (2006) the next
step for thematic analysis, after reviewing possible themes, was to name and define the themes.
This allowed for the drawing of meaning and for a narrative to be produced, which will be

discussed in chapter five of the current research.

Cohort 1, Interview Transcripts 1-8

Synopsis of Focus Group Data

The current research built upon a longitudinal case study (the initial study), which took
place over three school years from 2019-2020 through 2021-2022. For the initial study, focus
groups were conducted and video recorded for the collection of data. The four questions
addressed in the initial study were:

1) How do you identify student academic success?

2) What challenges did you face in helping students achieve academic success?

3) What measures did you take to address said challenges?

4) Describe three documents/artifacts that would demonstrate your impact on student-
learning growth.

Transcripts of the video recordings from the initial study, with answers to the above four
questions, comprise the data for the current study. In all, 17 interview videos were transcribed:
eight videos from Cohort 1 of the initial study (2019-2020 school year), six from Cohort 2

(2020-2021), and 3 from Cohort 3 (2021-2022). The total number of participants over the three
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school years from the initial study was 56: Cohort 1 n=25, Cohort 2 n=20, Cohort 3 n=11. A
Participant number was assigned to each participant from the initial study to ensure anonymity.
Each participant’s pre-service program of study and their first-year teaching position (grade and

content area, where applicable) were reported. These items are displayed for Cohort 1 in Table

4.1.

Table 4.1 Cohort 1 demographic data as reported in initial study focus groups

Participant Pre-service Program of Study First-year Teaching Position

P1.1 Elementary Education Kindergarten

P1.2 Elementary Education Grades Three-Six STEM

P1.3 Elementary Education Second Grade

P1.4 Elementary Education Kindergarten

P1.5 Elementary Education Third Grade

P1.6 Secondary Education High School, English Language Arts
P1.7 Modern Language Education High School, Spanish

P1.8 Elementary Education Third Grade

P1.9 Secondary Education High School, Math

P1.10 Secondary Education High School, Speech/Theatre/Debate
P1.11 Elementary Education Sixth Grade

P1.12 Secondary Education High School, Social Studies

P1.13 MAT Elementary Education Sixth Grade

P1.14 MAT Elementary Education Middle Level (6), Math/Science
P1.15 Elementary Education First Grade

P1.16 Agricultural Education High School, Agricultural Education
P1.17 Secondary Education Middle Level, Reading Specialist
P1.18 MAT Elementary Education Second Grade

P1.19 MAT Elementary Education Fifth Grade

P1.20 Secondary Education High School, Social Studies

P1.21 Secondary Education Middle Level, Social Studies

P1.22 Elementary Education Fifth Grade

P1.23 Secondary Education High School, Social Studies

P1.24 Modern Language Education Middle Level, Spanish

P1.25 Secondary Education High School, Life Sciences

Note: Table 4.1 is an original table created by the current study author to present Cohort 1

demographic data.
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Themes for Promoting Self-determination

Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 37 unique codes

regarding promoting self-determination for Cohort 1 and 39 unique codes regarding thwarting

self-determination for Cohort 1 were narrowed down to a list of nine and 10 overarching

categories of codes respectively for Cohort 1. Finally, through deeper analysis for emergent

themes, four themes each for promoting self-determination and thwarting self-determination

were selected as representative of the overall data from all three cohorts. The 37 codes, nine

refined categories, and resulting four final themes for promoting self-determination are presented

in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2 Cohort I codes, categories, and themes for promoting self-determination

Initial Codes

Refined Categories

Final Themes

Building Relationships to
Enhance Learning

Building Strong Teacher-
Student Relationships

Building Relationships and
Personal Connections Within
Class

Love and Emotional
Connection with Students

Advocacy for Student Needs

Relationships and Emotional
Connection

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections

Focusing on Personal Growth
Not Just Academic
Achievement

Focusing on Student Progress
and Growth Over Time

Encouraging a Growth
Mindset

Encouraging Student
Reflection and Growth

Building Confidence in
Students through Small
Successes

Growth and Progress
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Differentiation and
Individualized Learning
(Based on Interest)

Individualized Learning and
Differentiation (Based on
Talents)

Differentiation for Varied
Learning Levels

Fostering Growth through
Individualized Learning

Student-centered Learning

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections
&
Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Encouraging Student
Ownership and Independence

Encouraging Student
Independence for Problem-
Solving

Ownership and Independence

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Real-World Relevance and
Engagement

Focusing on Student
Connections to Real-World
Applications

Promoting Hands-On
Learning and Student-Led
Experiences

Real-World Application and
Hands-On Learning

Project-Based Learning for
Engagement

Real-world Relevance and
Application

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Focusing on Mastery of Core
Skills

Using Scaffolded Learning to
Build Skills Over Time

Focusing on Student
Engagement and Motivation

Teacher Personality as a Tool
for Engagement

Core Skills and Mastery

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Use of Gamification and
Creative Methods

Creative Approaches to
Engage Reluctant Learners

Creative and Flexible
Teaching Approaches

Fostering Student
Engagement Through
Creative and Interactive
Learning

Engagement and Creativity
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Creative Approaches to
Teaching Difficult Concepts
Encouraging Student
Creativity in Demonstrating
Learning

Adaptability and Innovation
Cultural Relevance and

Promoting Theme 3:

Inclusion Engaging in Innovative and
Creative and Flexible Adaptability and Innovation BAEINE 1 Tnovaive

. Creative Praxis
Teaching Approaches

Balancing Structure and
Flexibility in Teaching

Collaboration and Teamwork . Promoting Theme 4:

— Collaboration and .
Interdisciplinary and Interdiscinlinary Learnin Collaboration w/ Colleagues
Collaborative Learning prnary & and Student Stakeholders

Note: Table 4.2 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart
from codes, to categories, to themes for promoting self-determination in Cohort 1.
Cohort 1 Thematic Analysis for Promoting Self-determination

Theme 1 for promoting self-determination is Fostering Community and Caring
Connections. Data from Cohort 1 included three overarching categories for Theme 1:

e Relationships and Emotional Connection

e Growth and Progress

e Student-centered Learning
Each category is linked to several unique codes, which in-turn link to a specific quote from a
candidate regarding an element of their teaching. Highlights from select categories, codes, and
quotes supporting Theme 1 are covered below. The remaining sections in this chapter, dealing
specifically with themes for promoting and thwarting self-determination, will follow this method
for reporting thematic connections to the data.

When the study’s first-year teachers spoke about relationships and emotional connections

with their students, one facet of the discussion that stood out was in teachers’ descriptions of a
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reciprocal type of caring. Participants suggested the caring went both ways—teachers showed
caring for students and, in return, students showed caring for teachers. Participant 1.2 shared:

So, I would say a big one for me is I'm a big, I don't want to say, like, lover but I just like

I love my kids. I have like over 15 that call me mom. Like, every day, they're like mom,

mom, mom in the hallway. So, supplementing with games, supplementing the

curriculum, but also supplementing with so much love, because at the end of the day

that's what they need.
Another participant (P1.15) stated “I just really emphasize the importance of relationships...
letting them know that they are loved," again emphasizing that some teachers care deeply for
their students. In summing up what this type of reciprocal show of caring means in the end,
participant 1.11 declared "I've noticed a huge difference in the kids that I really built a strong
bond with at the beginning of the year. They’re more connected to me and me to them” while
participant 1.20 added "I have been told, 'l come to school because I come to your class."
Another description of the reciprocal nature of student to teacher relationships came when
participant 1.22 said "I brought my sketchbook from high school to share with a student who
loved to draw...I made it relational and it changed his behavior."

A second category, growth and progress, contained thick descriptions of teachers’
attempts to show caring through promoting both academic and personal growth in their students.
Regarding academic growth, claimed that for them "Success is seeing that kids are trying...
they’re pushing themselves to get to the next level, and that level is different for every kid"
(P1.24). Another teacher went on to explain efforts she takes to promote student academic

growth when explaining “I give shy students time to talk with their group before speaking in
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front of the class, and I call on them for questions I know they can answer" (P1.24) as just one
strategy for meeting them where they are developmentally.

Regarding personal growth, one educator described using personal anecdotes to connect
with her kids who struggle to find motivation by stating:

I tell them that I was a high school dropout and I did not walk the stage in high school,

and so I have to keep using that to explain to them that...what happens in ninth grade

when you get kicked out in the first nine weeks because you can't handle turning in one
assignment on time? (P1.8)
While discussing methods used to promote student personal growth, a second participant offered
"I've just been working really hard to promote that growth mindset versus a fixed mindset"
(P1.19) acknowledging that personal growth can be just as important as academic and can
sometimes lead to academic growth.

A final category for fostering community and caring connections, student-centered
learning, involves descriptions of teachers showing they care by working to gain buy-in from
students for their own learning. One teacher illustrated this by describing a strategy she uses to
get students interested in reading, "I started doing first chapter Fridays...and they get really mad
at me but they end up checking out that book from my classroom library...that’s a huge learning
growth because they’re not complaining about reading anymore" (P1.6). Another participant
(1.25) described ways he tries to make students comfortable with him to improve engagement
when he said, “I try to be goofy in class... I want them to see I’'m not just the boring guy at the
podium." One educator (1.11) stated "I make it so there's a 20-minute period where they can use
their notes, their neighbors, but they cannot use me as a resource yet” as a strategy for helping

build a sense of community in her classroom.
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Theme 2 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in High-level Praxis. Data
from Cohort 1 included four overarching categories for Theme 2:

e Student-centered Learning

e Ownership and Independence

e Real-world Relevance and Application

e Core Skills and Mastery
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 are covered below.

Study participants had varying takes on high-level praxis, but there were two ideas
discussed repeatedly. The first idea around high-level praxis, the one discussed most, was
differentiating instruction in order to meet students’ unique needs. In discussing differentiating
instruction, participants spoke about doing so for academic, cultural, and other necessary growth
reasons. Regarding academic reasons, one teacher (P1.22) stated, “I have learners who are bored
because they already know this... and then I have students who don't understand any of it and
need direct instruction." Supporting the importance of recognizing the need for meeting students’
unique needs, participant 1.9 said, “I think it's important to look at individuals and look at their
academic success...finding lessons and activities that can meet all of the students [academic
needs] is probably one of my biggest [focuses]." A second type of differentiation discussed by
the teachers, and meeting the description for high-level praxis, was for cultural reasons.
Participant 1.7 asserted, “I am teaching in a very rural community with very little diversity...I've
been trying to introduce them to a lot of music, show them culture...it is useful. It is something
that is in the real world." Several study participants spoke about recognizing and working to
meet other important growth needs with one stating, “I would define student academic success

through growth... not just academically but emotionally, physically, mentally." (P1.15)
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The second idea surrounding high-level praxis, and highlighted in participants’ responses,
was the notion of teaching with promoting student engagement in mind and using content
students can make real-world connections to. One way to do this, mentioned by many, is by
using hands-on learning strategies. One teacher reported "It's not so much giving tests... I look
for their comprehension of the subject that they're working on." (P1.16) He further claimed that
hands-on and experiential learning are his go-to methods for accomplishing this. Another
participant (P1.25) asserted "The biggest thing is to get them doing things hands on and have
them lead their own experience." He followed this up with a final example of how this type of
instructional differentiation leads to greater engagement with the content and making real-world
connections by explaining he knows he has succeeded "when I see my kids able to actually take
the information and apply it... like breaking down pizza for lunch and connecting it to cellular
respiration." (P1.25)

Theme 3 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in Innovative and Creative
Praxis. Data from Cohort 1 included two overarching categories for Theme 3:

e Engagement and Creativity

e Adaptability and Innovation
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 are covered below.

In Cohort 1’s responses, there were two approaches to meeting Theme 3 that stood out
above others and were represented with more frequency. Several respondents spoke about their
work to seek out and implement curriculum and instructional strategies designed to engage
students in learning in creative ways, with one noting, "I tend to gamify things. I have a student
who is really resistant to do things that he knows he's not good at...he sees me in my MTSS

group playing games which are math but he doesn't realize it and he ends up wanting to join"
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(P1.3) Another teacher (P1.6) celebrated her choice to pursue a new strategy aimed at deeper
engagement when she reported, "So, I had them create fake products and then they had to
essentially sell them to me...it was one of those moments where I kind of like pat myself on the
back like they got something and I'm so excited." Some participants connected this thinking to
assessment strategies, "I had them complete a weather report completely in Spanish...and like use
green screen and like just put their heart into this presentation." (P1.7) Finally, several teachers
seized opportunities to engage students creatively with technology, with one explaining, "I have
done things like Adobe Spark... they’ve done an Instagram page for women’s rights... they’ve
enjoyed doing stuff like that." (P1.20)

The second approach to teaching using thinking associated with theme 3 is with the
notion that one can and should make adjustments to curriculum and instruction when they see
that students are not engaged. In illustrating this point, one participant (P1.4) stated, "And I was
like I've got to get them engaged somehow. So, I completely switched it around. And I've turned
it into where they do their own quick erase individually. It's like a little, you know, quicker erase
test and they love it." Another noted the difference it made with his students when he switched
up from a strategy he frequently used by explaining, "We did a gallery walk instead of traditional
presentations... kids felt really invested because they had so much freedom on how to present and
it made a huge difference in their excitement level." (P1.24)

Theme 4 for promoting self-determination is Collaboration with Colleagues and
Student Stakeholders. Data from Cohort 1 included one overarching category for Theme 4:
Collaboration and Interdisciplinary Learning. Again, like Theme 3, responses relating to theme 4
fell into two mindsets regarding teaching practices. The first mindset was described by

participant 1.2 when she explained:
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STEM is a very collaborative environment and, believe it or not, with the surge in
individual activities that kids are subjected to these days, getting along is one of the
biggest skills that we work on in third through sixth grade for each. So, I define their
successes by their abilities to collaborate as well as meet those STEM standards.
In this scenario, the collaboration benefitted instruction, but a primary aim of collaborating was
to boost students’ abilities to get along and work well with others. In this, the teacher’s reason
for having her students collaborate was leaning toward social or life skill development. Another
participant backed this thinking up by saying, "Just tracking their ability to collaborate, to work
in a team, to how they show respect [and] work ethic, things like that are really important day to
day...that's something that my students talk about day to day." (P1.3) A third final example of
this desire to collaborate for reasons outside of strictly curricular ones was described by
participant 1.4, when they described this interaction: "I'm pushing, I'm like, ‘hey, you know,
school psychologist, what's your opinion on this? Because this is where my student is. What do
you think, really?” Oh, my goodness, I think we need to sit down and have a meeting."

Another important facet of the need for focusing on collaboration, that was pointed out
by participants, was doing so for more purely instructional purposes. Several teachers described
instances of collaborating with colleagues for the sake of increasing student engagement, with
one recalling a time when she "...did a co-teach with the art teacher for Day of the Dead... my
students taught hers about the culture behind it, and they were extra engaged and learned so
much by having to teach it." (P1.24) Whichever of the two mindsets a teacher was coming from
regarding collaborating with colleagues and student stakeholders, several made it clear that they

saw increases in engagement with both ways of thinking as a catalyst.
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Themes for Thwarting Self-determination

Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 39 unique codes

regarding thwarting self-determination for Cohort 1 were narrowed down to a list of 10

overarching categories of codes. Finally, four themes were selected as representative of the

overall data from all three cohorts. The 39 codes, 10 refined categories, and resulting four final

themes for thwarting self-determination are presented in Table 4.3.

Table 4.3 Cohort 1 codes, categories, and themes for thwarting self-determination

Initial Codes

Refined Categories

Final Themes

Behavioral/Defiance issues

Student Behavioral and
Attitudinal Challenges

Behavioral Challenges and
Lack of Accountability

Classroom Management and
Large Class Sizes

Student Behavioral and
Engagement Issues

Classroom Management and
Differentiation Across
Learning Levels

Managing Student Behavior
and Time in Class

Student Behavioral and
Engagement Challenges

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges

Emotional and Social Needs
of Students

Emotional Burden and
Trauma in Students

Student Anxiety and Fear of
Failure

Learned Helplessness Among
Students

Low Student Confidence and
Fixed Mindsets

Poverty and Students' Basic
Needs

Student Social and Emotional
Needs

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges

Lack of Student Motivation
and Accountability

Lack of Student Motivation
and Accountability
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Lack of Student
Accountability and
Engagement

Student Behavioral and
Engagement Issues

Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges

Challenges of Teaching in a
COVID-19 Environment

Struggling to Connect with
Certain Student Groups

External Environmental

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With
Students’Behavioral,
Emotional, and Engagement

Challenges Challenges
. . &
g;lglllé?: and Socioeconomic Thwarting Theme 2:
Impacts to Teacher Emotional
and Mental Health
Emotional and Secondary
Trauma for Teachers Thwarting Theme 2:
Teacher Emotional Burden Impacts to Teacher Emotional
and Trauma Emotional Burden on and Mental Health
Emotional Burden on Teachers &
Teachers Thwarting Theme 3:
Teacher Fatigue and Experiencing Support Issues
Instructional Clarity
Parent and Community Thwarting Theme 3:
Apathy Experiencing Support Issues
&

Parental Engagement and
Support

Lack of Parental and
Community Support

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges

Lack of Support and
Resources

Lack of Paraprofessional and
Classroom Support

Lack of Resources in Low-
Income Schools

High Expectations with
Limited Resources

Lack of Support and
Resources

Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Struggling to Adapt

Professional Practices to a

Different School

Environment

Overwhelming Thwarting Theme 4:
Administrative Expectations Administrative and Inadequate Preparation
Rigid and Inadequate Curriculum Pressures Experiences
Curriculum &
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Administrative and
Curriculum-Related
Challenges

Lack of Preparedness for
Curriculum Requirements

Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Varied Learning Levels and
Gaps in Understanding

Lack of Preparation for
Special Education Needs

Undiagnosed Learning
Disabilities

Classroom Diversity and
Learning Challenges

Thwarting Theme 4:
Inadequate Preparation
Experiences
&

Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Difficulty Finding and
Organizing Resources

Teacher Preparedness and
Resourcefulness

Teacher Preparedness and
Resourcefulness

Thwarting Theme 4:
Inadequate Preparation
Experiences

Note: Table 4.3 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart

from codes, to categories, to themes for thwarting self-determination in Cohort 1.

Cohort 1 Thematic Analysis for Thwarting Self-determination

Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination is Grappling with Students’ Behavioral,

Emotional, and Engagement Challenges. Data from Cohort 1 included five overarching

categories connected to Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination:

e Student Behavioral and Engagement Challenges

e Student Social and Emotional Needs

e Lack of Student Motivation and Accountability

e External Environmental Challenges

e Lack of Parental and Community Support

Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 1 for thwarting self-

determination are covered below.

In Cohort 1’s responses, there were three approaches to looking at Theme 1 for thwarting

self-determination for teachers that stood out above others and were reported most frequently.
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The first rational for thwarting self-determination given by the first-year teachers in the study
was centered around the increase in student behavioral and/or engagement challenges. In short,
much of what the participants described here revolved around, in their words, student apathy.
Participant 1.13 claimed, "I see a lot of laziness in my kids. I see a lot of just this desire to be
anywhere but school." This notion was further supported by another teacher who said, "I've had
students recently who tell me it's my natural given citizen rights to walk away from you right
now, and, so, they do walk out." (P1.2) Looking deeper at the behavioral end of these
interactions, one participant reported, "they’ll make some fairly [inappropriate or] racist
comments very often that we have to stop and we have to, like, talk about why that's not
appropriate." (P1.7) Another study participant (P1.20) stated, "I wasn’t expecting to have so
many IEPs or large class sizes [and the behavioral challenges that result from these]." (P1.20)
First-year teacher participants linked the above to the second concept that stood out as a
possible explanation for what they were experiencing with students. The second approach to
looking at theme 1 for thwarting self-determination in teachers was through the idea of students’
social and emotional needs not being met. One teacher, while describing an interaction where a
student seemingly shut down and curled up in a corner of her classroom, explained, "And so that
alone is heartbreaking because you know your main reaction is [to tell the student to] get up. You
know, we're here to learn." (P1.1) Participant 1.19 reported, "A big challenge I faced is they all
have emotional or self-confidence problems... I've just been working to promote a growth
mindset." Many of the initial study’s participants described a situation where they believed their
students’ actions and behaviors resulted from a lack of social input or activity and students not
being able to fully process the emotional toll of life during a pandemic and how that impacted

their social and emotional realities.
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The final approach to looking at Theme 1 for thwarting teacher motivation is through the
lens of what participants described as challenges with motivating students stemming from a lack
of parental and community support. Participant 1.17, a middle school reading specialist, reported
that support can be difficult to garner in communities struggling with socioeconomic challenges.
She reported, "80% of my students are on free or reduced lunch... I have to keep snacks, socks,
gloves in my classroom [to provide for students in need]." Among possible outcomes from this
type of school community reality, another teacher suggested, “the biggest challenge that I’ve
faced so far this year is just that I've noticed a lot of my kids have a lot of learned helplessness."
(P1.11) She went on to explain that many of her students don’t see a path out of their community
that involves doing well in school. When expressing this type of sentiment, some participants
further explained that they feel they can’t rely on students’ parents to support the school in the
assertion that doing well academically can act as a vehicle for upward social mobility. One
participant said this has even extended to her students who she and others at the school have
determined may have disabilities that, if unaddressed, could lead to further challenges in the
future for the students. She commented, “undiagnosed learning disabilities are a challenge... so |
use a lot of observation and parent meetings...but the parents aren’t always supportive of
accommodations for their kid" (P1.21)

Theme 2 for thwarting self-determination is Impacts to Teacher Emotional and Mental
Health. Data from Cohort 1 included two overarching categories connected to Theme 2 for
thwarting self-determination:

e External Environmental Challenges

e Emotional Burden on Teachers
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Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 1’s responses, there were two approaches to looking at Theme 2 for thwarting
self-determination for teachers that stood out as noteworthy. The first look at the impacts to
teachers’ emotional and mental health, and the resulting impact on their self-determination,
involves teachers dealing with their students’ trauma. Participants reported having to help
students navigate trauma on a daily basis. Some reported that their schools took measures to try
to help new teachers navigate helping students grapple with trauma. One reported, "We had to do
a project regarding teacher effect after trauma because [we needed to know] what it meant to be
trauma informed versus a teacher who is experiencing secondhand trauma." (P1.6) This quote
leads to the second approach to looking at Theme 3. The consensus from participants was that it
was good to be trauma informed, but that doesn’t necessarily help a teacher who is experiencing
what they referred to as secondhand trauma.

The second approach to looking at Theme 3 is to consider the effects dealing with student
trauma has on a teacher’s own emotional and mental health. Participants described feeling as if
their ability to deal with traumatic events in their own lives was impacted by the trauma they
experienced at school while dealing with the fallout from student trauma. One participant, in
describing this realization, said, "It's hard to know what you know and not be prepared for the
emotional side of teaching... I have never experienced the level of trauma I have being a
teacher." (P1.17)

Theme 3 for thwarting self-determination is Experiencing Support Issues. Data from
Cohort 1 included four overarching categories connected to Theme 3 for thwarting self-

determination:
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e Emotional Burden on Teachers

e Lack of Parental and Community Support

e Lack of Support and Resources

e Administrative and Curriculum Pressures

e Classroom Diversity and Learning Challenges
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 1’s responses, I was able to identify two important challenges teachers faced
that potentially lead to Theme 3 for thwarting self-determination. The first challenge teachers
face is a lack of support from parents. This could be seen in a few areas. One participant noted,
"one of the challenges my students have to get to academic success is absenteeism and that
comes from sickness like the flu is running rampant here." (P1.3) She went on to explain that she
will make packets for the parents to pick up, with any work the student has missed, but the
parents either won’t pick it up or won’t help ensure the work is done at home. So, the student
returns to school further behind than they would have been if the parent had helped. Some
participants suggested a systemic nature to the issue. One (P1.20) explained this by saying, “we
are a very low-income school... some of my students I don’t see for months because they’re
taking care of their siblings or working." She added, "I try to contact parents as much as possible
to get them engaged, but some students I just don’t see." (P1.20)

The second challenge that stands out in the data regarding teachers experiencing support
issues, and the tendency that may have to thwart self-determination, is lack of support from
colleagues or school administrators. One participant, when talking about colleague support

during her first year of teaching claimed, “on the contrary to counterparts, I don't have a team. I
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have another STEM teacher but her experiences are entirely different [from mine]." (P1.2) It’s
important to note that participant 1.2 is a STEM teacher for grades three through six. She
reported feeling siloed in her job, as she is the only one who does that particular job at her
school. It is also important to note there were other teachers in the initial study who reported
feeling siloed during their first year of teaching. These were largely general education teachers
for a specific grade level at an elementary school or a specific content teacher at a secondary
school.

Several participants went on to describe administrator roles in support issues they had
experienced during their first year of teaching. Participant 1.3 reported, “we have a calendar and
it tells us what to do every single day, what math lesson to do, what we should be doing for
science, for social studies and so it's super fast-paced." She went on to explain that administrators
expressed reluctance to make adjustments to the pace, as the direction for pacing had come from
the district level. Another participant supported the idea of non-responsive administrators when
he said, "we went from having 90 minutes in math to now having 46 minutes... How can I
effectively teach in these 46 minutes?" (P1.14) The teacher went on to explain that
administrators suggested the change would take time to grow accustomed to.

Theme 4 for thwarting self-determination is /nadequate Preparation Experiences.
Data from Cohort 1 included three overarching categories connected to Theme 4 for thwarting
self-determination:

e Administrative and Curriculum Pressures

e Classroom Diversity and Learning Challenges

e Teacher Preparedness and Resourcefulness
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Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 4 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 1’s responses, I was able to identify two important types of challenges new
teachers reported that could lead to Theme 4 for thwarting self-determination. The first type of
challenge reported by many was challenges involving activities essential to sound teaching in
general. Participant 1.21 offered an example of this when she said, "I’ve had to adapt from what
I was trained for... things like grading systems and Infinite Campus were new to me." Essential
aspects of a new teacher’s job, like working with a specific learning management system (LMS),
may not be taught by their preparation provider. This means they may need to learn how to use
their district’s LMS for the first time when they begin their first year at a school. Another
participant reported an additional element of feeling unprepared by stating, "finding good
resources takes a lot of time... and organizing them into a coherent plan has been a challenge."
(P1.25) He went on to explain that curricular and instructional decisions were much more time
intensive and challenging overall than what he had anticipated. The same participant (P1.25)
described another surprising lack of preparation he experienced during his first year of teaching
by commenting, "I never expected that I would struggle to connect with the more sporty or
athletic kids... but I do." (P1.25) He went on to point out that he considers himself to be a person
who connects with people well. It surprised him how much he needed to work at connecting with
even those students he had assumed he would build connections with easily.

Situational challenges, like meeting specific students’ needs, represent the second type of
challenge associated with Theme 4 for thwarting self-determination. Several of the study’s
teachers reported challenges, based on needs or details specific to their student population or

teaching position, that made them feel unprepared or underprepared. Participant 1.23, a high
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school social studies teacher, reported one of these challenges when stating, “"My average class
size is 26-27 students... it’s difficult to deliver information to each student in each class period."
Adding further to the classroom specific nature of some teacher challenges, another added, "I
have lots of kids with autism... I don’t feel like I was prepared for accommodations for these
students." (P1.24) Toward the end of the first year of the initial study, schools in the state where
the university conducting the study were located moved all instruction online to close out the
2019-2020 school year. This presented another unique situational challenge one participant
(P1.25) described by asking, "how do you teach a hands-on class to someone who’s online? I

can’t always provide equitable experiences for them."

Cohort 2, Interview Transcripts 1-6

Synopsis of Focus Group Data (including participant information)

Transcripts 1-6, of Cohort 2, represent data drawn from focus group interviews conducted
during March, 2021-April, 2021. A Participant number was assigned to each participant from the
initial study to ensure anonymity. Each participant’s pre-service program of study and their
teaching position (grade and content area, where applicable) were reported. These items are
displayed in Table 4.4.

Table 4.4 Cohort 2 demographic data as reported in initial study focus groups

Participant Pre-service Program of Study Currently Teaching

P2.1 Elementary Education Fourth Grade

P2.2 Elementary Education Kindergarten

P23 MAT ELA Education Highschool, ELA

P2.4 Secondary Education High School, Chemistry
P2.5 Secondary Education High School, Social Studies
P2.6 BSO Elementary Education Fourth Grade

P2.7 Elementary Education Fifth-Sixth, Special Education
P2.8 Secondary Education High School, Journalism
P2.9 Secondary Education High School, Social Studies
P2.10 Music Education Elementary, Music
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P2.11 Secondary Education Middle Level, Math

P2.12 MAT Elementary Education Third Grade

P2.13 MAT Elementary Education Fifth Grade

P2.14 MAT Elementary Education Fourth Grade

P2.15 Elementary Education Fourth Grade

P2.16 BSO Elementary Education Kindergarten

P2.17 Agricultural Education High School, Agricultural

P2.18 Music Education Middle Level/High School, Band
P2.19 MAT Elementary Education Fifth Grade

P2.20 FACS Education Middle Level, FACS

Note: Table 4.4 is an original table created by the current study author to present Cohort 2

demographic data.
Themes for Promoting Self-determination

Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 59 unique codes
regarding promoting self-determination for Cohort 2, and 52 unique codes regarding thwarting
self-determination for Cohort 2 were narrowed down to a list of 13 and 11 overarching
categories of codes respectively for Cohort 2. Finally, through deeper analysis for emergent
themes, four themes each for promoting self-determination and thwarting self-determination
were selected as representative of the overall data from all three cohorts. The 59 codes, 13
refined categories, and resulting four final themes for promoting self-determination are presented
in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5 Cohort 2 codes, categories, and themes for promoting self-determination

Initial Codes Refined Categories Final Themes
Building Relationships with
Students
Building Personal
Connections Promoting Themel:
Building Relationships Building Relationships and Fostering Community and
Making Personal Connections Emotional Support Caring Connections
in Learning

Social-Emotional Support
Supporting Social-Emotional
Learning
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Nurturing Emotional and
Academic Development

Providing a Safe and Trusting
Environment

Creating a Safe Learning
Environment

Helping Students Overcome
Challenges

Behavior Management
through Relationships

Providing a Stable
Environment

Safe and Supportive
Environments

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections

Personalized Teaching

Differentiation of Instruction

Supporting Differentiated
Learning

Adapting to Varied Learning
Styles

Adapting Instruction Based
on Student Engagement

Adapting Lessons Based on
Student Feedback

Student-Centered Learning

Promoting Theme 1
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections
&

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Encouraging Personal
Growth in Students

Emphasizing Personal

Growth .
E - Promoting Theme 1:
ncouraging Student . .
Fostering Community and

Independence Caring Connections
Fostering Student Student Independence and £ &
Independence Accountability . _

- - Promoting Theme 2:
Reinforcing Student LS

. Engaging in High-level

Ownership Praxis
Student Ownership of
Learning
Building Student
Accountability

Encouraging Flexibility and
Resilience in Learning and
Teaching

Adapting to Student Needs

Balancing Expectations with
Flexibility

Continuous Encouragement

Teaching Personal Resilience

Flexibility and Resilience

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections
&

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Building Student Confidence

Encouraging Leadership

Confidence and Leadership
Development
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Promoting Daily Growth
Focus

Fostering Community and

Caring Connections
&
Promoting Theme 2
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Real-World Application of
Learning

Making Content Relevant to
Life Goals

Providing Real-Life Role
Models

Project-Based Learning to
Promote Creativity

Providing Opportunities for
Growth Beyond the
Classroom

Real-World Relevance and

Application

Promoting Theme 1:

Fostering Community and

Caring Connections
&
Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Use of Technology to
Support Learning

Using Technology to
Enhance Learning

Using Technology for
Engagement

Technology in Learning

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Learning Through Reflection
and Self-Assessment

— - Reflection and Self- Promoting Theme 2:

Engaging in Reflective LS

; Assessment Engaging in High-level
Practice Praxis
Promoting Reflection and
Meta-cognition
Improving Student Skills
Focus on Skills Mastery . _
Supporting Student Growth Mastery and Skill Eir(:ni(r)ltmii THIilegfe%/él
Providing Multiple Learning Development gaging &

Formats

Group Work to Build Skills

Praxis

Adapting Lessons for
Engagement

Engaging Students with
Varied Interests

Offering Flexible Learning
Experiences

Encouraging Creativity and
Autonomy

Freedom to Experiment and
Innovate

Engagement and Innovation
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Using Student Interests to
Encourage Learning

Continuous Professional

Development . _
Teacher Collaboration and Teacher Growth and Promo'tmg Theme 4:

. : Collaboration w/ Colleagues
Idea Sharing Collaboration and Student Stakeholders
Innovating Assessment and
Reflection
Engaging Parents in Student Parental and Community CollI'c)l {)(;r;(;itgr;g\;/hggﬁei: es
Success Engagement &

and Student Stakeholders

Note: Table 4.5 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart
from codes, to categories, to themes for promoting self-determination in Cohort 2.
Cohort 2 Thematic Analysis for Promoting Self-determination

Theme 1 for promoting self-determination is Fostering Community and Caring
Connections. Data from Cohort 2 included seven overarching categories for Theme 1 of
promoting self-determination:

¢ Building Relationships and Emotional Support

e Safe and Supportive Environments

e Student-Centered Learning

e Student Independence and Accountability

e Flexibility and Resilience

e Confidence and Leadership Development

e Real-World Relevance and Application
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 1 are discussed below.
Additionally, comparison and contrast to Theme 1 expressions for Cohort 1 will be especially
focused on. It should be noted that this area for exhibitions of self-determination (Cohort 2,

Theme 1 for promoting self-determination) accounted for the largest number of quotes and
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unique codes of all of the quotes and codes examined for the entire current study, regarding
promotion of self-determination specifically.

From Cohort 2’s responses, there were three areas of support discussed relating to Theme
1 that stood out above others, were spoken of frequently, and may serve to promote self-
determination in first-year teachers. The first type was building relationships and emotional
supports. This differed from Cohort 1 for the same theme in one important way. Theme 1 for
Cohort 1 was more frequently concerned with building emotional connections with students,
while Cohort 2 reported more on being emotionally supportive of students. Participant 2.5
described one way she attempts to check in on students’ emotional wellbeing in explaining, “we
do a lot of journaling... we also take circle time at the beginning of class usually once a week to
check in on our own personal progress." Another participant (P2.18) supported this line of
thought by reporting that this focus “help[s] students stay motivated emotionally and
academically, even when facing challenges." Another example of the balance between being
emotionally connected and emotionally supportive that Cohort 2 spoke about was described by
participant 2.13, a fifth-grade teacher, when she explained:

I show them that I came from the same background, and that they can make it out and

succeed just like I did. I share [about] my own experiences growing up in the same

environment to show students what’s possible.
Many of the teachers in Cohort 2 described instances when they tried to give students hope for
the future as a form of emotional support. One described having conversations with students
where she “constantly remind[s] them that they’ve come far and will go even further, and this

has been a big help for students." (P2.7)
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Creating safe and supportive environments was a second area where responses from
Cohort 2 participants differed slightly from, but added to, those of Cohort 1. Being student-
centered was a popular topic of discussion for Cohort 1, but they spoke mostly about curricular
and instructional decisions in relation to student centeredness. Many Cohort 2 participants took
the opportunity to relate a teacher being student centered to creating an environment of safety
and support where students could thrive socially and emotionally. Participant 2.7 shared she does
this by:

Making sure that school is that safe, fun place for them to be and learn, and ensuring they

feel safe enough to open up to teachers [is very important] for most of my students. If

they don’t trust you, they won’t try to succeed.
Participant 2.14 added to this line of thinking by explaining, "I try to make the classroom
calming so they feel comfortable and not stressed out." She added, "students face a lot of
instability at home, so I try to make the classroom a safe and consistent space." Expressing the
seriousness of this topic to many of the study’s teachers, participant 2.16 summed up her
thinking by explaining, "some of my students come from trauma, so making the classroom a
stable, safe place is essential for their success."

Modeling flexibility and resilience was a third area of contrast for Cohort 2 versus Cohort
1. Although Cohort 1 expressed the importance of teachers being flexible with their students in
an attempt to meet students’ unique needs, Cohort 2 took this a step further in discussing the
must for teachers to extend grace to their students and themselves as a form of modeling
flexibility. As for resilience, the first-year teachers in Cohort 2 took the opportunity offered by
the global pandemic happening during their first year of teaching (COVID-19) to practice

resilience themselves while teaching the importance of it to their students. One participant (P2.5)

118



summed this up by saying, "I have found myself reminding myself to give grace to myself and to
my students." Another participant worked to take the stress out of being a student during the
pandemic by "encouraging students to focus on personal progress rather than perfection, making
learning less stressful." (P2.8) One final example given by participant 2.9, regarding both
flexibility and resilience, was when she explained it was important to “giv[e] students
opportunities to make mistakes and go back to fix them, helping them grow from those
experiences."

Theme 2 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in High-level Praxis. Data
from Cohort 2 included eight overarching categories for Theme 2 of promoting self-
determination:

e Student-Centered Learning

e Student Independence and Accountability

e Flexibility and Resilience

e Confidence and Leadership Development

e Real-World Relevance and Application

e Technology in Learning

e Reflection and Self-Assessment

e Mastery and Skill Development
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 are discussed below.
Additionally, comparison and contrast to Theme 2 expressions for Cohort 1 will be especially
focused on.

From Cohort 2’s responses, there were two areas of support discussed relating to Theme

2 that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year teachers.
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The first area involved engagement. The first-year teachers in Cohort 2 expressed that they look
at high-level praxis a bit differently from Cohort 1. Cohort 2, overall, suggested that mere
engagement was their primary focus and number one indicator that they were reaching students.
For this Cohort, there were much fewer mentions of assessment results or certain instructional
practices as indicators of high-level praxis. They seemed to have boiled their own teaching
success down to one primary question for starters—are my students engaged? One participant
summed this up most succinctly by stating, "I try to make lessons as engaging as possible...I
make [sure] they’re not just staring at a screen." (P2.3) As another example of how she stresses
the importance of engagement, participant 2.15 pointed to attempts at increasing engagement
through her own focus on increasing student collaboration. She explained, "we put stronger
students with lower ones in small groups to help them build each other up," which also improves
engagement. As a final indicator that the teachers of Cohort 2 equated simple engagement with
teaching success, one teacher (P2.9) claimed, "I base success on engagement and let students
learn at their own pace, adjusting instruction accordingly." The second part of participant 2.9°s
statement, mentioning allowing students to learn at their own pace, relates to the second area of
support discussed by Cohort 2 for Theme 2.

The second notable area of support for Theme 2 from this cohort involved student
growth. Where this differed from Cohort 1 was that the Cohort 2 teachers talked about growth
differently. They expressed that growth should be individual and that it doesn’t matter where a
student starts from. One participant said, "I think improving is definitely how they achieve, no
matter where they’re at." (P2.3) This statement, taken along with those of several other
participants, indicates that growth could be personal and modest and still be an important

indicator of student improvement. Another teacher (P2.19) commented, "growth is really
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important for me...identifying where they struggle and then building on those strengths." Again,
this points to a simplifying of the approach to what counts as an indicator of high-level praxis. A
final initial study participant, a high school agriculture teacher, asserted, "students don’t need to
master everything but need to be better than where they started, [and] focusing on individual
improvement." (P2.17)

Theme 3 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in Innovative and Creative
Praxis. Data from Cohort 2 included one overarching category for Theme 3 of promoting self-
determination, which was Engagement and Innovation. Highlights for the category, codes, and
quotes supporting Theme 3 are discussed below. Additionally, comparison and contrast to
Theme 3 expressions for Cohort 1 will be discussed.

From Cohort 2’s responses, there was one primary area of support relating to Theme 3
that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year teachers.
More than being about teaching creatively and working to find creative ways to engage students
when they were disengaged, which were primary areas of focus for Theme 3 by Cohort 1, Cohort
2 was overtly concerned with turning the creativity over to students and putting some of the
curricular and instructional decisions in their hands. One participant, a high school journalism
teacher, said, "I give them the photo composition concept...but then the rest is up to them. [This
allows them to] write about topics that interest them." (P2.8) She went on to say, "

I [decided] to shift my photo curriculum to focus on smartphone photography, something

that resonates with them. The shift to project-based learning has made students more

invested, especially when they have creative freedom. Incorporating TikTok photo

challenges into class has made learning more relatable for students.
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This extended to grading in a way that would hopefully promote heightened metacognition.
Participant 2.4 explained it this way:

I’ve started putting more of the grading work on them and having them evaluate their

own homework assignments. My students grade their work in class, and they have said

the pressure has been so much better now that they can just put down their best answer.
The teacher added that this helps students learn from their mistakes and to see that they can feel
free to find creative ways to express the knowledge they have. A final participant summed this
idea up by saying, Covid has given me permission to throw out expectations and just try new
things without pressure." (P2.10)

Theme 4 for promoting self-determination is Collaboration with Colleagues and
Student Stakeholders. Data from Cohort 2 included two overarching categories for Theme 4 of
promoting self-determination:

e Teacher Growth and Collaboration

e Parental and Community Engagement
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 4 are discussed below.
Additionally, comparison and contrast to Theme 1 expressions for Cohort 1 will be especially
focused on.

From Cohort 2’s responses, there were two areas of support discussed relating to Theme
4 that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year teachers.
The first of these two areas was represented by teachers seeking out, and taking advantage of,
additional developmental opportunities for improving their own practice. Several participants
mentioned this as a priority for them, with one asserting, "I go to every single professional

development [training] that I can...I’ve seen a lot of improvements [by doing] that." (P2.3) A
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second teacher, participant 2.4, added, "I wrote down ideas from this conversation...it’s
refreshing to hear what others are doing in the classroom” as further evidence that the teachers in
Cohort 3 were actively looking for new strategies to improve their praxis.

Similar to above, a second area of Cohort 3’s comments regarding collaboration with
colleagues and student stakeholders was seen in teachers’ responses having to do with the idea of
actively seeking out extra supports or strategies for collaborations aimed at improving
engagement and outcomes for students. An illustration of this was shared by one participant
(P2.12) describing new ways her school was implementing to partner with students’ parents in
having their students take ownership of their learning. She explained:

Students play a leadership role in their student success meetings, setting their own goals

and sharing their progress [and challenges]. We use student success meetings instead of

parent-teacher conferences because it empowers students. We’ve seen positive results

from this already.
Another participant, a middle level and high school music teacher, commented, "I’ve [started]
giving them extra support, whether before or after school, or connecting them with music groups
in the community." (P2.18) The idea of seeking out community partnerships to work directly
with students was not represented in the data from Cohort 1. Participant 2.17, a high school
agriculture teacher, offered yet another example of leveraging community partnerships for
student growth by adding, "in career and tech ed, leadership opportunities outside of the
classroom are critical for student motivation."

Themes for Thwarting Self-determination
Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 52 unique codes

regarding thwarting self-determination for Cohort 2 were narrowed down to a list of 11
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overarching categories of codes. Finally, through deeper analysis for emergent themes, four

themes were selected as representative of the overall data from all three cohorts. The 52 codes,

11 refined categories, and resulting four final themes for thwarting self-determination are

presented in Table 4.6.

Table 4.6 Cohort 2 codes, categories, and themes for thwarting self-determination

Initial Codes

Refined Categories

Final Themes

Lack of Student Motivation
in Remote Learning

Student Apathy

Students Not Valuing Their
Education

Struggles with Student
Engagement

Motivating Disengaged
Students

Lack of Motivation

Lack of Student Engagement
and Motivation

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With
Students’Behavioral,
Emotional, and Engagement
Challenges

Behavioral Issues in Younger
Students

Behavioral Challenges

Student Attendance and
Participation

Behavioral Challenges

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges

Balancing High Standards
with Flexibility

Struggling with Work-Life
Balance

Adjusting to the Pandemic’s
Educational Impact

Struggles with Balancing
Expectations and Flexibility

Thwarting Theme 2:
Impacts to Teacher Emotional
and Mental Health

Emotional Toll on Teacher
Mental Health

Handling Emotional Burden
of Students’ Personal
Challenges

Covid’s Impact on Teacher
Stress

Burnout from Supporting
Students

Struggles with Emotional
Impact of Covid

Teacher Emotional and
Mental Health Burdens

Thwarting Theme 2:
Impacts to Teacher Emotional
and Mental Health

Overwhelming Workload
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Time and Resource
Constraints

Managing a Heavy Workload

Balancing Workload and
Expectations

Pressure of Constant
Adaptation

Time Constraints Due to
Covid

Time, Resource, and
Workload Pressures

Impacts to Teacher Emotional

and Mental Health
&
Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Lack of Peer Support

Limited Support Staff

Limited Classroom Resources

Overcoming Rigid School
Protocols

Lack of Peer and
Administrative Support

Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Academic Gaps from
Previous Years

Challenges of Teaching Basic Thwarting Theme 3:
Skills Experiencing Support Issues
Difficulty in Providing . ) &
Personalized Support Academic and Skill Gaps Thwarting Theme 4:
Differentiating for a Wide Inadequate Preparation
Range of Skill Levels Experiences
Managing a Wide Range of
Academic Levels
Ing dequate Cum.CUI.u m Thwarting Theme 3:
Difficulty Establishing L
Experiencing Support Issues

Classroom Procedures .

p Curriculum and Assessment &
Lack of Consistent . )

. Issues Thwarting Theme 4:
Instruction .
Adani Multinl Inadequate Preparation

apting to Multiple Experiences
Teaching Formats
Lack of Parent Involvement Thwarting Theme 3:
Parental Expectations Parental and Community Experiencing Support Issues
Cultural and Language Challenoes &
Barriers & Thwarting Theme 4:
Trauma and Socio-Economic Inadequate Preparation
Challenges Experiences
Technical and Logistical Thwarting Theme 3:
Issues . Experiencing Support Issues
Technology Limitations Technologl}; salile(l Logistical &
Covid’s Impact on Teaching Thwarting Theme 4:
Struggles with Technology Inadequate Preparation
Limitations Experiences
Remote Teaching Challenges Thwarting Theme 4:
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Difficulty Assessing Remote Inadequate Preparation

Students Experiences
Navigating New Educational &

Platforms Thwarting Theme 3:
Balancing Remote and In- Experiencing Support Issues
Person Teaching

Challenges of Hybrid Remote and Hybrid Learning

Learning Models Challenges

Managing Resources for
Remote Students

Lack of Consistent Student
Interaction

Maintaining Student
Engagement Online

Note: Table 4.6 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart
from codes, to categories, to themes for thwarting self-determination in Cohort 2.
Cohort 2 Thematic Analysis for Thwarting Self-determination

Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination is Grappling with Students’ Behavioral,
Emotional, and Engagement Challenges. Data from Cohort 2 included two overarching
categories connected to Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination:

e Lack of Student Engagement and Motivation

e Behavioral Challenges
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 1 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 2’s responses, I was able to identify two important types of challenges new
teachers reported that could lead to Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination. The first type of
challenge reported by many was a general sense that apathy had set in for many of the
participants’ students. An important note is that this year of the initial study, the 2020-2021
school year coincided with the Covid-19 Pandemic that made it necessary for most US K-12

public to begin the school year with either hybrid instruction (part in-person and the other part
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online, which reduced contact hours between students and their teachers) or fully online
instructional delivery. In discussing the impact of this, one first-year teacher insisted, "the
students don’t want to do anything... they had just gotten in this rut of not doing things since
March." (P2.3) Another participant (P2.8) confirmed this line of thinking by explaining,
"Students treat Zoom classes like a podcast in the background and aren’t truly engaging." The
same teacher followed up with, "Students don’t feel like school is ‘real’ when it’s online, which
makes motivating them difficult." Most of Cohort 2’s first-year teachers shared the belief
summed up by participant 2.19 when he said, "Engagement has been hard. I have students who
struggle and check out during lessons." There was a general consensus from the group that
student apathy and “checking out” was commonplace during this period.

Student isolation leading to a lack of engagement was the second most commonly
reported challenge for teachers in Cohort 2 for Theme 1 of thwarting self-determination. One
participant, a middle level and high school music teacher, pointed out that this has impacted the
ability for students to succeed in her class by explaining, "We have high expectations, but some
students face challenges like not being able to practice because of their living situation." (P2.18)
She added that this would not traditionally be a problem, as she would normally be able to make
up for the lack of home-practice by practicing a bit more at school. Another teacher, participant
2.5, suggested that students’ fear of feeling isolated lead motivational challenges when she said,
"my biggest challenge was motivating students in rural areas worried [for themselves] about
isolation and changes due to online learning." A final example for Theme 1 of thwarting self-
determination described a teacher’s fears for her students feeling isolated and not getting the

relief from adverse experiences typically offered by spending more time at school. She pointed
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out that “trauma is a big issue for some of my students. Their home life and economic situation
affect their academic success." (P2.16)

Theme 2 for thwarting self-determination is Impacts to Teacher Emotional and Mental
Health. Data from Cohort 2 included three overarching categories connected to Theme 2 for
thwarting self-determination:

e Struggles with Balancing Expectations and Flexibility

e Teacher Emotional and Mental Health Burdens

e Time, Resource, and Workload Pressures
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 2’s responses, there were two approaches to looking at Theme 2 for thwarting
self-determination for teachers that stood out as noteworthy. The first was what teachers referred
to as an extreme amount of additional time, far above what they had assumed would be called for
or normal, invested in tasks related to teaching. Among the responses indicating this, one
participant (P2.4) reported, "I was showing up at 7:30 AM and not leaving until 7 PM...” while
another lamented, "I feel like I have no life outside of being a teacher because I spend my time
planning months ahead for my remote kids." (P2.2) A third teacher, participant 2.1, summed up
her frustration with time requirements by saying, "I spend every evening and every weekend
trying to build out things for them that they won’t be able to accomplish via Zoom." These
statements, plus others, express the surprise at the amount of time required to do just the basics
of teaching during a teacher’s first year.

The second concern frequently mentioned by teachers in Cohort 2 of the initial study was

the high mental health toll teachers were paying for teaching during this unprecedented time. As
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evidence of this, participant 2.5 shared, "I’ve had very deep personal conversations with
students, and it’s hard to rebound from that and walk into the next class as a normal teacher."
When explaining what leads to some of this and what the resulting impact is, one teacher let us
know that, "I had to take on extra students mid-semester when another teacher quit, which was
extremely stressful." (P2.7) The end result of this can be an extreme toll on first-year teachers
and, for some, it can feel as if there’s no relief in sight. A third teacher (P2.5) explained, "It’s
hard to navigate when to take a mental health day and how to ask for support without feeling like
a burden."

Theme 3 for thwarting self-determination is Experiencing Support Issues. Data from
Cohort 2 included seven overarching categories connected to Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination:

e Time, Resource, and Workload Pressures

e Lack of Peer and Administrative Support

e Academic and Skill Gaps

e Curriculum and Assessment Issues

e Parental and Community Challenges

e Technology and Logistical Issues

e Remote and Hybrid Learning Challenges
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 2’s responses, there were two approaches to looking at Theme 3 for thwarting
self-determination for teachers that stood out as noteworthy and they essentially matched the

challenges provided by Cohort 1, with slight variations. Cohort 1 widely reported on lack of

129



support from parents, but Cohort 2 had a different perception of this challenge. While Cohort 1
saw parent support as something additional a parent would need to be willing to provide during
non-school hours, Cohort 2 saw parent support as essential to their student’s success, as the
parent was now physically with their child for more of the school day than the teacher. One
teacher (P2.2) exclaimed:

trying to teach a four- and five-year-old through a computer screen has definitely been a

challenge, especially when I have no parent [willing to] help at home. There’s no adult to

assist their four- and five-year-old to do their schoolwork.

Another group of teachers from Cohort 2 reported on parent or guardian support that was
overreaching to the point of creating undo stress for the teacher. A parent offered an example of
this by sharing, "A grandparent would email me every hour on the weekend if I didn’t respond
within the hour." (P2.5) A second example offered of parent support that was more problematic
than helpful came from participant 2.14, when he explained, "due to parent complaints, I wasn’t
able to teach math the first semester, which set students back."

The second type of challenge described by participants relating to Theme 3, that also
somewhat matched that of Cohort 1 with the same theme, was challenges with support from
colleagues and administrators. From district level support, "my district does not have a core
reading curriculum, and that has been a really big struggle" (P2.1) to the more granular, "my peer
[mentor] takes care of 20 other new first-year teachers... it’s hard to catch up with her when I
need help" (P2.2), participants reported repeatedly that help was not always available when
needed. Some teachers in Cohort 2 suggested a situation where they didn’t see things changing in
the near future when they said things like, "We don’t have enough support staff, so I [expect to]

face many of the challenges on my own." (P2.14)
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Theme 4 for thwarting self-determination is /nadequate Preparation Experiences.
Data from Cohort 2 included five overarching categories connected to Theme 4 for thwarting
self-determination:

e Academic and Skill Gaps

e Curriculum and Assessment Issues

e Parental and Community Challenges

e Technology and Logistical Issues

¢ Remote and Hybrid Learning Challenges
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 2’s responses, there were two approaches to looking at Theme 4 for thwarting
self-determination for teachers that stood out as noteworthy and that differed from the challenges
provided by Cohort 1. The first new approach to inadequate preparation experiences shared by
participants was related specifically to online content delivery. This challenge was distinct in that
it dealt more with the technical or resource side of content delivery in a virtual setting. One
example comment provided by a participant was, "it was hard for me to adjust to using
Edgenuity for remote learning." (P2.5) Edgenuity is an online learning platform that the teacher
reported very few colleagues in her school building were familiar with prior to the start of the
school year in which they were required to use it. A second participant, a middle-level math
teacher shared, "teaching math remotely has been tough because I rely heavily on manipulatives
and group-work, which is difficult to replicate online." (P2.11) In this instance, the challenge,
still technical in nature, had to do more with the teacher not being able to use tools he was

accustomed to using.
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The second challenge encountered by Cohort 2 teachers, related to Theme 4, was the
difficulty they faced meeting the unique needs of all learners in an online environment.
Participant 2.1 commented, "I have remote students I need to prepare for...constantly adapting
the curriculum and making sure I have resources to meet their individual needs." (P2.1) Another
explained how meeting individual needs was challenging given varying readiness levels by
stating, "Many students don’t have basic math skills, making it a challenge to progress to more
advanced topics." (P2.11) Finally, participant 2.20 said, "I have students reading at a third-grade
level and others reading at an eighth-grade level, so differentiation is essential." She went on to
add that, although differentiation was important, it was nearly impossible to do effectively
online, as she would typically rely on some support for differentiating instruction coming from
setting up student-to-student collaboration. In summary, the challenges faced by Cohorts 1 and 2,
regarding preparation experiences differed, although, there was sililarity. Both cohorts faced
first-year teacher challenges with the basics of teaching and with the more granular nature of
meeting unique student needs. However, Cohort 1 experienced this in-person, which
encompassed challenges first-year teachers are accustomed to encountering. Cohort 2, on the
other hand, was facing the same challenges in a fully online environment, which was

unprecedented.
Cohort 3, Interview Transcripts 1-3
Synopsis of Focus Group Data (including participant information)
Transcripts 1-3, of Cohort 3, represent data drawn from focus group interviews conducted

during March, 2022-April. 2022. A Participant number was assigned to each participant from the

initial study to ensure anonymity. Each participant’s pre-service program of study and their

132



teaching position (grade and content area, where applicable) were reported. These items are

displayed in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7 Cohort 3 demographic data as reported in initial study focus groups

Participant Pre-service Program of Study Currently Teaching
P3.1 Secondary Education Middle Level, Science
P3.2 Art Education High School, Art

P33 Secondary Education All Levels (Private), Math
P3.4 Modern Languages-Spanish High School, Spanish
P3.5 Art Education Elementary, Art

P3.6 Secondary Education High School, ELA
P3.7 Elementary Education First Grade

P3.8 MAT Modern Languages-French ~ High School, French
P3.9 Music Education High School, Band
P3.10 Secondary Education High School, Science
P3.11 MAT Elementary Education Kindergarten

Note: Table 4.7 is an original table created by the current study author to present Cohort 3

demographic data.

Themes for Promoting Self-determination

Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 21 unique codes

regarding promoting self-determination for Cohort 3, and 25 unique codes regarding thwarting

self-determination for Cohort 3 were narrowed down to a list of 8 and 7 overarching categories

of codes respectively for Cohort 3. Finally, through deeper analysis for emergent themes, four

themes each for promoting self-determination and thwarting self-determination were selected as

representative of the overall data from all three cohorts. The 21 codes, 8 refined categories, and

resulting four final themes for promoting self-determination are presented in Table 4.8.

Table 4.8 Cohort 3 codes, categories, and themes for promoting self-determination

Initial Codes

Refined Categories

Final Themes

Encouraging Student
Confidence

Overcoming Fear of Failure
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Confidence and Overcoming
Challenges

Promoting Theme 1:

Caring Connections

Fostering Community and



Creating a Safe Environment
for Failure and Growth

Addressing External
Challenges Through Support

Need for Early Intervention

Creating Positive Learning
Environments

Creating an Engaging
Learning Environment

Learning Environment and
Engagement

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections

Connecting Learning to Real
Life

Growth Through Real-World
Application

Making Learning Fun and
Relatable

Real-World Relevance and
Application

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections
&

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Personalizing Learning and
Building Relationships

Personalized Learning and
Goal Setting

Personalization and
Relationships

Promoting Theme 1:
Fostering Community and
Caring Connections
&

Promoting Theme 2
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Encouraging Student Self-
Reflection and Growth

Student-led Feedback and
Growth

Encouraging Teacher Self-
Reflection and Growth

Reflection and Self-Growth

Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Nurturing Long-term Skill

Promoting Theme 2:

Development Skill Development and LS
Engaging in High-level

Focus on Improvement and Mastery )

Praxis
Mastery
Creative Problem Solving Promoting Theme 3:

Engaging in Innovative and
Critical Thinking and Creative Praxis

Developing Critical Thinking
and Communication

Problem Solving

&
Promoting Theme 2:
Engaging in High-level
Praxis

Collaborative Learning and
Team Building

Fostering Collaboration and
Peer Learning

Collaboration and Teamwork

Promoting Theme 4:
Collaboration w/ Colleagues
and Student Stakeholders
&

Promoting Theme 1:
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Fostering Community and
Caring Connections

Note: Table 4.8 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart
from codes, to categories, to themes for promoting self-determination in Cohort 3.

Theme 1 for promoting self-determination is Fostering Community and Caring
Connections. Data from Cohort 3 included five overarching categories for Theme 1 of promoting
self-determination:

e Confidence and Overcoming Challenges

e Learning Environment and Engagement

e Real-World Relevance and Application

e Personalization and Relationships

e Collaboration and Teamwork
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 1 are discussed below.
Additionally, comparison and contrast to Theme 1 expressions for Cohorts 1 and 2 will be
especially focused on.

From Cohort 3’s responses, there were two primary area of support discussed, relating to
Theme 1, that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year
teachers. Primary differentiators between the items reported by Cohort 3 and the previous two
cohorts for fostering community and caring connections were the additions of 1) moving past
basic resilience and into self-care or advocacy and 2) attempts to make learning and school fun
again (these two are discussed in reverse order below). This year of the initial study, the 2021-
2022 school year, was the first full year that K-12 public schools in the US returned to fully in-
person delivery. Initial study participants for Cohort 3 commented often on the importance of

working to make schools a place students would be excited to return to. One participant summed
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this up by stating, “if I can create an environment in which they’re having fun and they’re having
a positive experience...that’s success.” (P3.8)

A second noteworthy element discussed by participants was the notion of moving past
students building basic resilience skills and into self-care or advocacy. This would act to build
upon the idea of having a positive experience at school. Participant 3.6 supported this by
explaining, “I think students that are able to advocate for themselves are able to be successful. I
also try to incorporate resilience and, like, just having a growth mindset.” Participant 3.4, a high
school Spanish teacher, brought the comparison and contrast with Cohorts 1 and 2 full circle
when he stated, “helping them figure out where they struggle and then how to adapt and
overcome [is important]...[this requires] really getting to know them on a personal level.”

Theme 2 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in High-level Praxis. Data
from Cohort 3 included five overarching categories for Theme 2 of promoting self-
determination:

e Real-World Relevance and Application

e Personalization and Relationships

e Reflection and Self-Growth

e Skill Development and Mastery

e (Critical Thinking and Problem Solving
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 are discussed below.
Additionally, comparison and contrast to Theme 2 expressions for Cohorts 1 and 2 will be
especially focused on.

From Cohort 3’s responses, there were two primary areas of support discussed, relating to

Theme 2, that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year
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teachers. First, Cohort 3 continued to value, and report as important, the same two new
areas Cohort 2 reported—simple engagement and personal growth. Participant 3.6
explained, “I think the best way to instill [motivation] is through, like, making learning
fun and exciting and trying to incorporate different ideas and strategies [to engage
students].” Regarding personal growth, a second comparison to that which was expressed
by Cohort 2 participants, one first-year teacher said, “I think it’s successful if I can just
see them improve...just seeing that improvement from their rough draft to their final
[product].” (P3.10)

Second, in contrast to exhibitions of engaging in high-level praxis from Cohorts 1 and 2,
transcripts from the initial study for Cohort 3 included participants extolling the additional
importance of students feeling comfortable and confident in their classrooms. This stands in
fairly strong contrast to the value put on indicators of high-level praxis reported by Cohort 1,
who were focused on specifics like cultural inclusion, assessments, and other data-driven
indicators of strong teaching. As one example of this shifting of priorities, a Cohort 3 teacher
explained, “I define student success as students becoming more confident in their subject that
they're learning... seeing that confidence grow if that makes sense.” (P3.1)

Theme 3 for promoting self-determination is Engaging in Innovative and Creative
Praxis. Data from Cohort 3 included one overarching category for Theme 3 of promoting self-
determination, which was Critical Thinking and Problem Solving. Highlights for the category,
codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 are discussed below. Additionally, comparison and
contrast to Theme 3 expressions for Cohorts 1 and 2 will be discussed.

From Cohort 3’s responses, there was one primary area of support relating to Theme 3 that stood

out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year teachers. That area
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involved challenging students to express their creativity through thinking critically and solving
problems in creative ways. One method for accomplishing this with her students, led participant
3.3 to ask her students to “design a road trip and apply the idea of writing linear equations to it...
translating them into linear equations that they could then use.” She added that his creative take
on addressing linear equations helped her students learn about them and that they could approach
problem solving more creatively. Another teacher (P3.1) explained how this approach has helped
her students build confidence in their ability to use creativity in a different, more guided way
when she said:

Seeing that confidence grow, if that makes sense. And they kind of redesign [their

project] based on different things we’ve learned about. It was so cool to see them [say],

well, if we would have had this, I think this would really helped. Failing shows us what
we need to do to improve.

Theme 4 for promoting self-determination is Collaboration with Colleagues and
Student Stakeholders. Data from Cohort 3 included one overarching category for Theme 4 of
promoting self-determination, which was Collaboration and Teamwork. Highlights for the
category, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 4 are discussed below. Additionally, comparison
and contrast to Theme 4 expressions for Cohorts 1 and 2 will be discussed.

From Cohort 3’s responses, there was one primary area of support relating to Theme 4
that stood out above others and may serve to promote self-determination in first-year teachers.
That area involved specifically fostering and leveraging partnerships with students’ parents or
guardians. Participant 3.11 summed up what others expressed by explaining, “I work hard on
parent communication...getting the parents on board to be working with me [is key].” This

sentiment was shared by others in Cohort 3. The two prior cohorts spoke about parent
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partnerships, but mainly lamented the absence of them. Cohort 3 seemed to have a different

opinion of them as if they were experiencing more success with building such partnerships.

Themes for Thwarting Self-determination

Upon completion of several rounds of progressively refined coding, 25 unique codes

regarding thwarting self-determination for Cohort 3 were narrowed down to a list of 7

overarching categories of codes. Finally, through deeper analysis for emergent themes, four

themes were selected as representative of the overall data from all three cohorts. The 25 codes, 7

refined categories, and resulting four final themes for thwarting self-determination are presented

in Table 4.9.

Table 4.9 Cohort 3 codes, categories, and themes for thwarting self-determination

Initial Codes Refined Categories Final Themes

Lack of Student Engagement
]S)til;?rftrelztrglt) athy and Thwarting Theme 1:
Lack of Motivation in Class Lack of Studen? En.gagement Grapphng With Students

C and Motivation Behavioral, Emotional, and
Participation Engagement Challenges
Lack of Motivation Due to gag g
COVID Learning Loss

Student Fear of Failure

Emotional and Mental Health
Challenges

External Stressors on
Students’ Lives

Balancing School and
Outside Commitments

Emotional and Mental Health
Challenges

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and
Engagement Challenges
&

Thwarting Theme 2:
Experiencing Impacts to
Teacher Emotional and
Mental Health

Inconsistent Attendance

Behavioral Issues in the
Classroom

Behavioral and Attendance

Thwarting Theme 1:
Grappling With Students’
Behavioral, Emotional, and

Struggles with Parent Engagement Challenges
Involvement and Attendance Challenges &
Procrastination and Thwarting Theme 3:
Disorganization Experiencing Support Issues
Time Constraints in Teaching Thwarting Theme 2:
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Limited Preparation Time and
Excessive Workload

Balancing Diverse Classroom
Needs

Limited Support and Isolation
in Curriculum Planning

Teacher Workload and Time
Constraints

Impacts to Teacher Emotional
and Mental Health
&
Thwarting Theme 3:
Experiencing Support Issues

Varied Student Abilities

Learning Gaps Due to the Thwarﬁmg Theme 3:
P - Experiencing Support Issues
andemic &
Challenggs Wlth ' Academic and Learning Gaps Thwarting Theme 4:
Differentiating Instruction .
: - Inadequate Preparation
Challenges with Special Experiences
Education Needs P
Adjusting to New Learning Thwarting Theme 3:
Methods Post-COVID Experiencing Support Issues
Post-COVID Teaching &
Lack of Motivation Due to Adjustments Thwarting Theme 4:
COVID Learning Loss Inadequate Preparation
Experiences
Misalignment of Teacher Thwarting Theme 3:
Preparation Programs Experiencing Support Issues
Inadequate Support from Lack of Support and &
Training Preparation Thwarting Theme 4:
Collaboration Gaps Inadequate Preparatlon
Experiences

Note: Table 4.9 is an original table created by the current study author to present a flow chart

from codes, to categories, to themes for thwarting self-determination in Cohort 3.

Cohort 3 Thematic Analysis for Thwarting Self-determination

Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination is Grappling with Students’ Behavioral,

Emotional, and Engagement Challenges. Data from Cohort 3 included three overarching

categories connected to Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination:

e Lack of Student Engagement and Motivation

¢ Emotional and Mental Health Challenges

e Behavioral and Attendance Challenges

140



Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 1 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 3’s responses, I was able to identify one important type of challenge new
teachers reported that could lead to Theme 1 for thwarting self-determination and that differed
from those challenges reported by Cohorts 1 and 2. The most common type of challenge reported
by respondents from Cohort 3 revolved around chronic absenteeism and its far-reaching impact.
Teachers from Cohorts 1 and 2 routinely spoke of behavioral and engagement issues. This
approach by the teachers from the third cohort differed in that it looked at student behavior and
engagement specifically through the lens of absenteeism and its effect on students’ overall well-
being and engagement when at school. From teachers describing moderate effects from
absenteeism by saying things like, “there’s some problems with attendance. It’s hard to see a
student doing so well and then they’re gone for a week™ (P3.4), to them describing examples of
more dire situations with statements like, “a lot of my kids have spent time in jail or in the court
system [and] have had horrible attendance” (P3.3), the teachers in Cohort 3 agreed that
absenteeism was at the root of many of their behavioral and emotional challenges with students.
One participant (P3.6) stated his belief for the long-term result of this issue by explaining, “I
have a lot of students who see no need to graduate now...just counting down the days until they
can drop out.”

Theme 2 for thwarting self-determination is Impacts to Teacher Emotional and Mental
Health. Data from Cohort 3 included two overarching categories connected to Theme 2 for
thwarting self-determination:

e Struggles with Balancing Expectations and Flexibility

e Teacher Emotional and Mental Health Burdens
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e Time, Resource, and Workload Pressures
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 2 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 3’s responses, there was one approach to looking at Theme 2 for thwarting self-
determination for teachers that stood out as noteworthy. It was essentially the same challenge
reported by Cohort 2 for Theme 2 of thwarting self-determination, but there was a difference in
how the teachers perceived the challenge. Regarding the reported extreme amount of time being
spent on teaching related tasks during their first year of service, the teachers from Cohort 2
seemed to express that it was unreasonable and that they were surprised by it. Even though
Cohort 3 was still describing something that could have a cooling effect on their love for their
new career and may thwart their self-determination, they seemed to express this in ways that
indicated they accepted it as a known part of teaching during your first year. One teacher shared,
“I feel like [everything’s] a time crunch, but also [important] to ensure that we get to
everything.” (P3.1) A second participant (P3.2) followed this up with, “as a first-year teacher,
you should be basically living at school. It’s a lot of time grading, making sure that grades are on
time., etc.”

Theme 3 for thwarting self-determination is Experiencing Support Issues. Data from
Cohort 3 included five overarching categories connected to Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination:

e Behavioral and Attendance Challenges

e Teacher Workload and Time Constraints

e Academic and Learning Gaps

e Post-COVID Teaching Adjustments

142



e Lack of Support and Preparation
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 3 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 3’s responses, it was challenging to find a central focus for the support issues
the first-year teachers in the initial study experienced. There were three areas that were
represented most prominently:

e Lack of support from parents

e Lack of support from colleagues

e Lack of support for students who are below grade level norms

Regarding parents, one teacher claimed, “some parents love to keep their kids home, and
the ones that miss the most are the ones that should not be missing.” (P3.11) Other participants
shared the same frustration with parents not being accountable to ensuring their students attend
school or stay caught up with the work teachers assigned.

For the lack of colleague support reported, this was summed up by two first-year
teachers, who shared, “being the only first grade teacher has been very, very difficult...no
horizontal planning at all” (P3.7) and “I never saw the English teachers or science teachers
collaborate with art. There’s just no collaboration.” (P3.2) Each of these challenges, no
horizontal planning and no collaboration, was shared by others from Cohort 3.

Finally, relating to the reported lack of support offered for students who are behind grade
level, participant 3.3, a K-12 math teacher, asserted “The amount of learning gaps that our
students have [are] crazy...especially in the core content [areas].” Again, as with the two types
of challenges above, there was group consensus within Cohort 3 that teachers were facing a large

future task in returning students to at-grade-level performance and norms.
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Theme 4 for thwarting self-determination is /nadequate Preparation Experiences.
Data from Cohort 3 included three overarching categories connected to Theme 4 for thwarting
self-determination:

e Academic and Learning Gaps

e Post-COVID Teaching Adjustments

e Lack of Support and Preparation
Highlights from select categories, codes, and quotes supporting Theme 4 for thwarting self-
determination are covered below.

In Cohort 3’s responses, one series of comments stood out as different than any others
from prior cohorts. Several participants expressed surprise and dismay at the number of students
they had with individualized education plans (IEP’s), and further expressed frustration with what
they perceived to be a lack of preparation for this. One participant (3.1), a middle-level science
teacher, shared:

I have a very wide range of, like, I'll have some pretty low kids and some pretty high kids

in there. I have 20 kids out of 100 with IEPs, and it’s tough. You might have one kid who

can’t remember instructions after five seconds and another in seventh-grade math. I think

[when I was a] student teacher, it was just the fact that [I didn’t] realize how much work

goes into it.”

Another teacher explained, “I think one of the classes I disliked the most was dealing with the
IEPs or the modified curriculum.” (P3.2) Regarding her preparedness to work with students with
IEP’s, she went on to add, “sometimes [I] feel like [I] wasted three years in college because [I]

don't feel like [I] actually got what [I] need in preparation.” It’s noteworthy that the same
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participant expressed frustration with the number of students with IEP’s she was given, as she

assumed a first-year teacher would be given what she referred to as a “lighter workload.”
Content Analysis Data for Subsidiary Research Questions

The current study’s three subsidiary questions all involved specific phrases to search for
connections to in the data, which warranted beginning this phase of data analysis using a
deductive approach. The difference here, versus the inductive approach used in thematic
development for the primary research question, was that pre-established themes were used,
which were competence, autonomy, and relatedness, to look for connections to, or descriptions
of, in the data. This meant a content analysis approach was utilized while examining the data for
the three subsidiary research questions by using three predefined themes. The process began with
the three phrases (competence, autonomy, and relatedness) as broad headings. As I read and re-
read the initial study transcripts, I took note of words, phrases, and descriptions that aligned with
any of the three broad categories. Upon generating the lists of words, phrases, and descriptors
associated with each of the three categories, the quotes containing these were captured and
recorded for further analysis in Chapter 5 and discussion in relation to the literature.

As stated, SDT served as the theoretical lens for content organization and analysis. The
three components of SDT—competence, autonomy, and relatedness—added to the organization
for the current study by providing a lens through which to view the topic of first-year teacher
self-determination. Researchers have found the components of SDT to offer useful structure for
studies looking at employee, athlete, and student self-determined (highly motivated) behavior
(e.g., Ahmed, 2024; Bauer & Mulder, 2006; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Guay et al., 2019; Panchal et

al., 2019).

145



The current study also employed SDT as a tool to provide structure for data analysis and
interpretation. Using the three components as broad categories through which to analyze and
interpret data allowed for an organized and targeted approach to viewing teacher motivation with
their own words as evidence. Studies have linked displays of competence, autonomy, and
relatedness to higher levels of motivation and improved overall well-being (e.g., Kaplan, 2021;
Klassen et al., 2012; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005; Paufler, 2018). Additionally, Deci and Ryan
(1985, 1995, 2000, 2015) indicate that vocalization of expressions for competence, autonomy,
and relatedness are powerful indicators of one’s level of engagement with, and ultimately
enjoyment of, a job or other endeavor where self-determination to act is beneficial. As the
current study sought to find indicators of first-year teachers’ self-determination, using their own
words as evidence, SDT, then, served as a powerful lens. To begin the process for analysis and
interpretation, participants’ quotes having to do with any of the three components of SDT were
first captured and organized by their linked component. Those quotes are recorded below with

brief descriptors for emergent themes, for each of the three cohorts, by component.

Cohort 1, Interview Transcripts 1-8

Subsidiary Research Question 1: Embodying Motivation Through Competence
Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 1 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of competence. They demonstrated competence by:
e Using multiple teaching methods/modifications to meet students’ unique needs
e Attempting to meet students’ emotional and physical needs
e Setting and reaching pre-determined markers for academic success
Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 1 themes for competence included this

one describing how one first-year teacher demonstrated competence:
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I was able to adapt my curriculum for students who were struggling by supplementing
with games and hands-on activities. I feel this approach made a huge difference.
I tend to gamify things. I have a student who is really resistant to do things that he knows
he's not good at. [Through] making him think it's his choice, I've seen a lot of
growth. (P1.3)
The quote from participant 1.3 demonstrated her approach to employing multiple teaching
methods in order to meet the unique educational needs of her students. A second Cohort 1 first-
year teacher, participant 1.22, explained the same by stating:
I gave three little center activities for some of the learners. Then, I got to focus in on
reteaching those students. I include extension activities for my higher learners so they can
move ahead while I work with the students who need more help. I’ve really tried to
define my student success based on progress. I love to see how much they’ve learned
from a few weeks ago until now, and that achievement makes me feel confident in my
teaching. I had to reteach students who struggled with fractions, [but] I felt confident in
my ability to design activities that addressed their gaps and helped them catch up.
In these examples, and others from Cohort 1, participants were able to show competence by
describing ways they were able to implement or modify instruction with the end goal of meeting
the needs of students whose educational needs were outside the normal bounds of students in
their grade level.
Regarding the theme of meeting students’ emotional and physical needs, Cohort 1
participants described their overall competence as a teacher in terms of their ability to see growth
in their students as growth not only academically but emotionally and physically, as well.

Participant 1.10 described this most succinctly by explaining, "I would define student academic
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success through growth, not just academically but emotionally, physically, [and] mentally."
Participants expressed seeing value in their ability to measure growth in more ways than simply
academically.

A third theme, regarding competence, seen in the data for cohort 1 was noted in the ways
first-year teachers described how they set and reached pre-determined markers for academic
success. One participant shared an anecdote describing an instance of her students reaching a
pre-determined level demonstrating competency with a specific math concept by explain, "I can
think of a specific project where my students mastered multiplication using various tools, and I
was proud that they reached a level of competency I had hoped for." Participants were visibly
and audibly excited to share episodes like this, when they were able to experience, through their
teaching, students achieving learning goals showing a certain level of proficiency the teacher had
created.

Subsidiary Research Question 2: Embodying Motivation Through Autonomy

Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 1 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of autonomy. They demonstrated autonomy by:

e Being provided with ownership of curricular and instructional decisions

e Taking ownership of curricular and instructional decisions

e Practicing intentional flexibility

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 1 themes for autonomy included this one
by participant 1.6 who explained how she was able to practice autonomy when she was entrusted
with curricular decisions by stating:

We are doing a curriculum that no one else in Kansas is doing, so we’re splitting this

curriculum between English and reading. We’ve had to adjust it in ways to make it work
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for our students. It’s been helpful to know we can tailor things to what works best for

them.

This description of being placed in charge of navigating and implementing new curriculum was
shared by several first-year teachers over the course of the study. A second similar but unique
description of autonomy through curricular and instructional decisions was illustrated by
participants describing times when they took ownership of such decisions without needing to be
asked to.

In describing this type of ownership, one teacher, participant 1.20, explained “I used to
follow a pre-built curriculum, but now I make my own lessons. I feel more in control of what I
teach." She followed this up by stating, "We have flexible Fridays where I plan activities that
require students to think outside the box and take charge of their learning." (P1.20) The follow
up statement by participant 1.20 shows the connection between the second and third theme
(practicing intentional flexibility) for demonstrating autonomy. Often, when participants were
describing times they were able to practice autonomy when teaching, they also described
instances where they practiced intentional flexibility with curricular, instructional, and
assessment decisions.

Flexibility and taking ownership, two ways first-year teachers demonstrated autonomy,
were often described as going hand-in-hand. One participant described this connection by
explaining:

I switched from a pre-built curriculum to designing my own lectures because I saw it

wasn’t working for my students. I’m using labs and resources I find online, but I adapt

them to my teaching style. In my energy class, I let students present their findings in

groups. They had the freedom to take charge and present in creative ways. I organize my
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lessons in a way that leaves room for flexibility. Sometimes I have to change the plan

based on how students are responding to the material." (P1.25)

Other study participants described autonomy through flexibility in meeting students’ unique
needs.

Several participants illustrated their own autonomous behavior by describing times they
used intentional flexibility as a means for ensuring the unique needs of their students were met.
Participant 1.21 summed this up by saying “I have a lot of flexibility in my classroom. I get to do
what I feel fits best for me and my students." To offer a specific example of practicing
intentional flexibility as a means for demonstrating autonomy and meeting unique needs, another
first-year teacher explained "I personally accept late work until the day of the tests. I don’t
penalize it, but some teachers don’t accept it. It’s up to what the teacher wants to do." (P1.7)

Subsidiary Research Question 3: Embodying Motivation Through Relatedness

Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 1 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of relatedness. They demonstrated relatedness by:

e Prioritizing personal connections between teacher and students

e Partnering with student stakeholders (guardians)

e Collaborating with colleagues

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 1 themes for relatedness, beginning with
prioritizing personal connections between teachers and students included quotes like:

I love my kids, and I have like over 15 that call me 'Mom' every day. That connection is

what they need. Building that personal connection looks different for every single kid. I

can’t change what happens outside my four walls, but I control what happens inside of

them. (P1.2)
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This type of sentiment, students thriving when personal connections with their teachers exist,
was a popular refrain from the study’s participants. Another first-year teacher, sharing this view,
replied:

I realized that connecting with students who are more into sports was harder than I

expected, even though I thought I’d relate to them. It’s been a learning experience for me.

I’ve learned how to connect with students better by sharing my own interests, like music.

It has made a difference in how comfortable they feel in class. (P1.25)

Throughout Cohorts 1-3 participant responses, the belief that teachers should prioritize personal
connections and relationships, as a form of demonstrating relatedness, is well represented.

The second emergent theme form Cohort 1 regarding relatedness that stood out was seen
in expressing the importance of establishing partnerships with student stakeholders. Participant
1.2 explained this importance by reporting:

I reach out to parents a lot, especially when I see that their child is struggling. I think

building that relationship helps us work together to support the student. When students

show improvement, I make sure to let parents know. I’ve seen how much it means to the
families, and it’s good to keep them informed.
Several additional comments were made from multiple first-year teachers, who said:

"I’ve also had meetings with parents where we discuss behavior issues, and I always try
to find ways we can work together to encourage positive behavior." (P1.4)

"I’ve started sending home regular updates to parents when I notice improvements in
their child's work. Keeping them in the loop has helped with their engagement." (P1.9)

"I’ve been working with parents to address learning gaps by holding regular parent

meetings to discuss progress and challenges." (P1.22)
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"I send home updates to parents about how their kids are progressing, especially if
they’re meeting their SMART goals. It helps parents stay involved." (P1.24)

"I’ve had to reach out to parents when students aren’t making progress, and it’s been
helpful to get their input. It creates a stronger support system for the student." (P1.25)
Through the above examples, participants expressed the importance of new teachers being able
to foster their own senses of relatedness through creating pathways for teacher-to-stakeholder
partnerships in order to help students achieve.

The final emergent theme from Cohort 1 regarding relatedness was collaboration with
colleagues. Participant 1.3 described this by explaining:

I think the biggest thing is just working with my team and collaborating. We specifically

talk about math and what our students are struggling with. We are constantly working

together to figure out what activities are working best. We trade ideas, and it’s great to

see the growth from each other's suggestions.
Many first-year teachers in the study reported on instances when they worked with specific
colleagues, for example:

"I’ve worked closely with the admin to adjust some of the rigid structures we have in the
curriculum, which has helped me personalize learning for my students." (P1.4)

"I’ve worked with my principal to develop a behavior plan for some of the more
challenging students. It’s nice to know that support is there when I need it." (P1.9)

"I reached out to my principal about a challenging student. Together, we came up with a
reward system that made a huge difference." (P1.22)

"My principal helped me figure out how to incorporate more of my own personality into

the classroom. It’s been easier to build connections with students since then." (P1.25)
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When describing each of these instances, study participants were notably pleased at their ability
to create the relatedness experiences necessary to foster an environment where human

connections lead to student and teacher achievement.

Cohort 2, Interview Transcripts 1-6

Subsidiary Research Question 1: Embodying Motivation Through Competence

Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 2 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of competence. They demonstrated competence by:

e Identifying when students need help and modifying curriculum and instruction

e Handing over ownership of direction for learning to students

e Framing success differently—individual student focus for simple improvement(s)

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 2 themes for competence began with
identifying when students needed help and then modifying curriculum and instruction
accordingly, and included:

I use exit tickets daily and track their progress on a spreadsheet to identify gaps and

reteach concepts when necessary. With our math curriculum, I rewrite lessons to meet the

needs of my struggling students, ensuring that they can access the material. (P2.1)
Another first-year teacher, participant 2.19, offered this explanation for the same:

For me, success starts with growth, seeing where students are struggling and then

targeting those areas to help them. I have students at very different levels, so meeting

them where they are and then building on their weaknesses and strengths is essential.
Describing additional instances when participants were able to identify when students needed
help and then modify curriculum and instruction to ensure the students’ unique needs were met,

participants reported:
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"I give them the tools they need, but then the rest is up to them. They can take photos or
write stories on topics that interest them." (P2.8)

"I have students ranging from first grade reading levels to those being tested for the gifted
program, so I constantly individualize their educational plans." (P2.12)

One area of commonality for Cohort 2’s first-year teachers was in the ways they expressed
competence in teaching through their ability to recognize students’ unique needs and then make
adjustments to their teaching in order to meet their students’ needs.

A second theme emerging for the data regarding competence for Cohort 2 was the act of
teachers handing over ownership of direction for learning to their students. This was described
by several participants in statements such as:

"I help them achieve success by giving them clear learning goals and tools to manage
time and study on their own." (P2.3)

"I’ve started putting more of the grading work on them and having them evaluate their
own homework assignments and ask each other questions." (P2.4)

"I tell my students all the time, ‘you're the only one competing against yourself,” and I
push them to define their own academic success." (P2.12)

It was noted that more participants from Cohort 2 reported this way of imparting ownership of
learning to students than from Cohort 1.

The final form of demonstrating competence from Cohort 2 was through framing success
differently and viewing success simply as showing progress versus hitting specific learning
goals. Examples of descriptions of this from participants included:

"It may not be mastery of a topic, but if they found something they can connect with and

relate to, then that’s success." (P2.7)
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"Success is different for each kid. Progression on an individual scale is really the only
way I can track it." (P2.9)

"I use graphs and data to track how they’re doing, but they don’t know I’m tracking it."
(P2.16)
Participant 2.16 went on to describe how she tracked for simple progress and was vocal with
both students and stakeholders when small forms of academic growth were achieved.

Subsidiary Research Question 2: Embodying Motivation Through Autonomy

Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 2 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of autonomy. They demonstrated autonomy by:

¢ Promoting student autonomy through a focus on independent learning

e Embracing flexibility in curricular, instructional, and assessment practices

¢ Differentiating curricular, instructional, and assessment practices by student needs

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 2 themes for autonomy, and promoting
student autonomy through focusing on independent learning, included a statement by participant
2.8 as she explained how she tried to encourage students to take charge of their own learning
paths. She said "I give them the freedom to create how they want, whether that’s in photography
or writing, and they get more invested that way." This way of thinking about student
engagement, although not new to teaching and learning, was represented with higher frequency
by the study’s participants in the time immediately following the Covid-19 pandemic when
teachers were looking for any way possible to improve student engagement. Along the same line
of thought, another participant shared "For remote students, I make sure to have resources ready
so they can continue learning at home independently." (P2.1) Again, this underscored the reality

participants were living in regarding hybrid learning environments directly following the
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pandemic. For them, autonomy was expressed by promoting greater autonomy in their students.
Other quotes demonstrating the same included, "Helping them figure out homework and manage
time on their own, because they're becoming adults" (P2.3) and "I give them a lot of flexibility in
how they approach their assignments, like playing their instruments or engaging with music at
home." (P2.18)

Regarding Cohort 2 participants demonstrating autonomy through embracing flexibility,
one first-year teacher explained "Covid has made me more flexible. It’s given me freedom to try
new things and make mistakes." (P2.4) Another participant, 2.10, shared "Covid gave me the
freedom to throw out expectations and try new things without worrying about failure." Several of
the participants from Cohort 2 shared similar claims; Covid freed them from feeling like they
had to be perfect during their first year of teaching. The notion of freedom to approach schooling
differently didn’t stop with Cohort 2 participants. Some of the first-year teachers claimed to pass
this approach on to their students.

First-year teachers will often speak to their desire or ability to differentiate curricular,
instructional, and assessment practices by student needs. However, with the newfound freedom
discussed above, differentiation was looked at somewhat differently by Cohort 2 teachers. In
their case, several made statements suggesting they saw differentiation as something to involve
the student in and to allow greater student choice in the ways curriculum, instruction, and
assessment were adjusted to best fit their unique needs. For example, one participant stated:

We worked on goal setting, how to achieve that goal, who can help me, and how can |

support myself. We check in on our own personal progress and growth and write

reflections. We do a lot of self-reflection, and students write about their progress and

where they’ve grown. (P2.5)
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In further describing this approach to student ownership, the teacher explained that the end result
of this work was students possessing a greater awareness of, and buy-in for, differentiation
strategies aimed at helping them achieve given their unique needs as a student. Finally, on the
topic of freedom meeting differentiation, participant 2.17 said “I differentiate instruction based
on how each student learns best, which gives them the freedom to approach tasks in different
ways."
Subsidiary Research Question 3: Embodying Motivation Through Relatedness

Three themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 2 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of relatedness. They demonstrated relatedness by:

e Heavily relying on colleagues for direction

e Partnering with student stake holders to improve engagement and uphold expectations

e Focusing on student connections in attempts to make students whole, post-pandemic

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 2 themes for relatedness included this
statement from a first-year teacher explaining how she collaborates with colleagues and student
stakeholders to best meet the needs of her students:

I’ve relied on my colleagues and their strategies for teaching fourth grade, especially

when we didn’t have a core reading curriculum. For remote students, I work closely with

their parents to make sure they understand the expectations and what their child needs to

do. (P2.1)

Many of the study participants from Cohort 2 expressed being heavily reliant on
colleagues, in particular, for direction with curricular, instructional, and engagement strategies,
given the challenges presented by the Covid pandemic. One example of this came from a first-

year teacher, participant 2.2, who explained "my peer consultant, who oversees 20 other new
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teachers, has been a huge support, but it’s tough to find time to connect." Two other teachers
stated "I’ve called parents, held multiple parent-teacher conferences, and worked with counselors
to try to motivate disengaged students" (P2.3) and "I’ve relied on colleagues to help me find the
right pace, and to navigate what students need." (P2.4) A final example was shared by participant
2.17, when she said "I’ve worked with mentor teachers to get ideas for addressing behavior
issues and to better engage students." In most cases of collaboration with colleagues and student
stakeholders shared by Cohort 2 participants, extra emphasis was put on the need for this type of
relatedness as a means for persevering during their first year of teaching.

Regarding focusing on student connections in attempts to make students whole following
the Covid pandemic, teachers shared several examples of times when, and reasons for, doing
this. Participant 2.5 shared "I feel like a counselor more than a teacher this year. I want my class
to be a safe place where kids feel comfortable learning and making mistakes." (P2.5) This was
followed by a second participant adding "A lot of my students won’t succeed unless they trust
me and know I have their best interests at heart." (P2.7) The topic of relatedness for Cohort 2
teachers centered primarily around relationship building. Another illustration of this was shared
by participant 2.13 who said "You’re more effective if you build a relationship with the student
on a personal level before addressing academics." (P2.13) A final point on this was made by
several participants who spoke about their students from socio-economically disadvantaged
homes and how those students faced greater challenges resulting from the Covid pandemic. One
first-year teacher explained "our students come from socio-economically challenging
backgrounds. I try to provide a stable environment to support them" (P2.14), which was followed
by a second participant sharing "I work with school counselors and social workers to address my

students’ socio-economic and trauma-related challenges." (P2.16) Several more Cohort 2
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participants shared that they had worked to leverage colleague and stakeholder relationships to
better meet the relatedness needs of their students who had been disproportionately impacted by
the Covid pandemic. A final example of this came from participant 2.15 when she stated "for my
online students, it’s been tough to connect, but I work closely with parents to support them and

get the students engaged."

Cohort 3, Interview Transcripts 1-3

Subsidiary Research Question 1: Embodying Motivation Through Competence

Two themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 3 participants embodied motivation

through a sense of competence. They demonstrated competence by:
e Focusing on their ability to engage students
e Exercising a more traditional approach (pre-pandemic) to assessing student growth
Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 3 themes for competence, regarding the

return to traditional approaches to engagement and assessment, included this by participant 3.1:
I think just trying to keep them excited and wanting to learn more about science. I [also]
try to ask them a lot about what [they] want to know about the topic. [I also ask] ‘what do
you already know?’ We can kind of build on that past knowledge if they have any or
focus on covering things that they want to learn more about. I try not to do the same
things constantly and to kind of keep them on their toes. I think [it] helps [if] they don't
really know what's going to happen when they walk into my room, which I also think
keeps them excited and wanting to come to science and learn.

When Cohort 3 participants spoke about their strategies for engagement and assessment of their

K-12 students, they often spoke about engagement in terms of their students having access to

learning, and about assessment in terms of using it primarily as a means for determining where
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students are readiness wise. Challenges related to Covid were mentioned frequently for the
disruption these challenges posed on students’ learning paths.
Subsidiary Research Question 2: Embodying Motivation Through Autonomy

Two themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 3 participants embodied motivation
through a sense of autonomy. They demonstrated autonomy by:

e Seeking new strategies to partner with and re-engage unenergized learners

e Allowing students to exercise choice in curriculum and assessment decisions

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 3 themes for autonomy primarily
concerned the first-year teachers taking charge of re-engaging unenergized students on their own
terms and allowing students to exercise greater choice in curricular and assessment decisions.
Participant 3.1 described the need for re-engagement by explaining "I kind of have to take that
and decide what I'm going to do differently to help them get excited and not just want to take a
nap. I think they come from elementary school and science is a lot different in elementary school
if they even get science every day, which is tough." Regarding student choice in figuring out
which curricular and assessment strategies to implement, a second participant stated "one of
them might find it works really well for them to, you know, do it this way. Another student
might copy them, but they're, like, this is way harder for me, so I want to try it my own way and
that works out." (P3.2) Each of these examples illustrates a phenomenon from the data: by the
time Cohort 3 made it through the Covid pandemic, teachers from the initial study population,
and their students, were seeking fresh strategies for re-engagement.

Subsidiary Research Question 3: Embodying Motivation Through Relatedness
Two themes emerged as ways in which Cohort 3 participants embodied motivation

through a sense of relatedness. They demonstrated relatedness by:
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e Promoting relationships through building students back up, post-pandemic

e Returning to the basics of partnership/collaboration with student stake holders

Select participant quotes relating to Cohort 3 themes for relatedness were mainly
centered around teachers attempts to foster relationships with students to help rebuild student
confidence, and efforts to return to the basics of partnering with student stakeholders for the
same reason, to improve student confidence and engagement in learning. Participant 3.1
described this when she said "I feel like I praise the kids more times during class and I'm like
‘great job. You did this [really well].’ I think that helps build their confidence. I've noticed that
changes a lot of the dynamics between them, as well between myself and them." (P3.1) In
describing her attempt to build students back up, another first-year teacher explained "I also try
to incorporate resilience and just having a growth mindset, because I think that's really
important, especially with covid and everything that's happened to our students." (P3.6) Several
participants reported they actively worked to improve relationships and collaboration with
student stakeholders with student growth in mind. To that end, participant 3.11 stated "I've had
some tough conversations. When you come at it from a place of respect, and not judgment, [but]
honesty, I feel that [[’m] getting the parents on board to work with me and that they feel that I'm

not judging them.”
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Chapter S - Discussion

The initial research the current study builds upon was conducted over four years from
2019- 2022, referred to here as the initial study. That study was conducted by a team of six
researchers, of which I was one, and it was for the purpose of accreditation with the Council for
the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP). Specifically, the initial study was to satisfy
requirements for CAEP Standard 4: Capturing Completer Impact on PK-12 Students. That study
included a series of focus groups with 56 first-year, K-12 educators who were all recent
completers from the same teacher preparation program. In all, 17 focus group interviews were
conducted over the four years of the study. While the study progressed, the world was also
experiencing the impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic. This is notable, as it affected many of the
first-year teachers who participated in the study, and that impact is evident in their answers to
questions researchers asked. This is especially true for Cohorts 2 and 3 of the initial study. The
current study re-analyzed data from the initial study. Upon doing so, themes were isolated for
deeper analysis of the data to answer new research questions not addressed by the initial study.
This study illuminates elements of teachers’ experiences that promote self-determination, which
could function to improve overall satisfaction with and longevity in the career field of teaching,
as well as elements that thwart teachers’ self-determination, which can lead to dissatisfaction
with and early exit from the career field. Chapter 5 highlights the elements captured in the first-
year teachers’ responses that may help those interested in teaching and learning to better serve
our newest educators. This will be presented in the following sections: Summary of the Study,
Findings, Implications for Practice, Limitations of the Study, and Recommendations for Further

Research.
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Summary of the Study

New teachers are presented with myriad challenges and opportunities to learn during their
first year of teaching (Bakar et al., 2014; Bartell, 2004; Desimone et al., 2014; Dias-Lacy &
Guirguis, 2017). These challenges, if they go unchecked, can signal the end of a novice
educator’s career before he or she can experience the joys and rewards teaching can offer. The
National Center for Education Statistics (2023) reports that eight percent of the teacher
workforce exits the field each year, and an outsized portion of that group is made up of new
teachers with three or less years of service. This means that, although teacher effectiveness sees a
dramatic improvement after a new teacher’s first few years of service, many teachers exit the
field prior to witnessing the improvement for themselves (Kain & Singleton, 1996; Worthy,
2005). Add to this the knowledge that U.S. K-12 public education is currently suffering from a
severe teacher shortage (U.S. Department of Education, 2024), and the situation seems dire.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine how first-year teachers can be helped
to succeed and persevere in their new careers by looking into the satisfaction of a set of core
psychological needs and the teachers’ resulting self-determination. The initial research this study
attempted to add to was focused on the effectiveness of a group of new teachers, all recent
completers of a teacher preparation program, and their overall satisfaction with their preparation
experiences. Using qualitative secondary analysis (QSA), the answers to a set of four questions
asked during the initial study’s focus group interviews were re-analyzed to look for answers to a
new set of questions centered around the core psychological needs mentioned above. Abundant
literature connects self-determination, which is linked to overall well-being, job satisfaction, and
perseverance, to the satisfaction of the core psychological needs for relatedness, competence, and

autonomy (Bjorklund, 2023; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Forner et al., 2020; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).
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It is the satisfaction of these needs the current study investigated to then examine ways in which
new teachers could be helped to experience early career success and ultimately persevere in their
education career.

Self-determination Theory (SDT) supplied the theoretical framework I used to provide
structure to the study and data analysis. Answers provided to the initial study’s questions
(quotes) were first coded for connections to teachers’ descriptions of those actions or elements of
their teaching experience exhibiting their self-determination or that might exhibit their self-
determination being frustrated. Unique codes, and accompanying participant quotes, were then
re-examined for placement into categories for self-determination promotors or self-determination
thwarters. Finally, categories were re-examined for themes related to promoting self-
determination or thwarting self-determination. For the second round of analysis, the same data—
quotes, codes, categories, and themes—were revisited and regrouped into groupings based on the
three core psychological needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy. A more thorough
analysis of each of these processes is provided under “Findings” below.

Findings
Primary Research Question: How do first-year teachers exhibit self-determination
during their initial year of service?

As the initial study this one was built upon progressed, themes emerged in participants’
responses that were not targeted by that study. The current study sought to explore one of the
emergent themes from that initial study. A primary emergent theme centered on motivation.
Participants were asked to discuss challenges they had faced during their first year of teaching.
As they answered, differences in their approaches to answering this question were notable. Many

of the participants, unprompted by researchers, took the opportunity to describe ways they
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attempted to overcome the obstacles. Other participants described obstacles but never mentioned
efforts to overcome them. Although the particular question did not ask for strategies used to
overcome the obstacles, which was the topic of a follow up question, the juxtaposition between
the two approaches to talking about obstacles seemed to be worthy of further attention. While
some participants described obstacles as being a sort of roadblock that they had no way around,
others spoke about them as if they were temporary inconveniences and something they were
excited for the opportunity to overcome. In the end, this led me to question what the reason for
the difference might be. Motivation to act arose as a potential candidate. My search for deeper
understanding of motivation led me to a preeminent theory of motivation: SDT. SDT and its
constituent parts are discussed with greater depth in the sections below. It is important to note,
however, that this is where the focus on self-determination for the current study and the primary
research question were derived from.

To answer the primary research question for the current study— How do first-year
teachers exhibit self-determination during their initial year of service?—I turned to SDT as a
theoretical framework to dissect the data from the initial study’s focus group interview
transcripts. This eventually led to the discovery of four key themes from the initial data that
encompassed the ways in which participants exhibited self-determination promotion during their
first year of teaching, as well as four key themes for ways in which they exhibited potential self-
determination thwarting during that year.

The four themes for self-determination promotion captured the ways in which the initial
study’s participants exhibited their self-determination to positively engage in the everyday tasks
of teaching. The four themes for self-determination promotion are:

Promoting Theme 1—Fostering Community and Caring Connections
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Promoting Theme 2—Engaging in High-level Praxis

Promoting Theme 3—Engaging in Innovative and Creative Praxis

Promoting Theme 4—Collaboration w/ Colleagues and Student Stakeholders
When teachers spoke of engaging in one or more of the themes for promotion, their descriptions
of those activities were filled with optimism and pride. Even in instances when they were
describing a challenging task, or one that had moderate success, they tended to follow up with a
brief story about what they had learned or did as a result of the challenge they experienced. Often
times, they would quickly share what they intended to do the next time they experienced the
same obstacles in order to overcome them.

In discussing their approaches to fostering community and caring connections, teachers
described the multitude of methods they used to build connections with and between various
stakeholders in meaningful ways for the betterment of their individual students, classroom
community, and themselves. They also hinted at the reasons they worked to foster community
and caring connections. Participants repeatedly stressed the importance of building sound
foundational relationships with their students. The importance of fostering community and caring
connections aligns with the research literature on relatedness, which is one of the three core
psychological needs as described by SDT. That literature explains how strong relationships with
students and colleagues lead to intrinsic motivation—a measure of self-determination—and
improved job satisfaction and overall well-being (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

Building on this, in another show of self-determination, some teachers were intentional
about creating opportunities to enhance student-to-student relationships. In doing this, they were
putting a strong emphasis on promoting emotionally supportive interactions and environments

that led to students who were better able to provide self-care as well as advocate for themselves.
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Lastly, regarding fostering community and caring connections, the teachers exhibiting self-
determination through Theme 1 illustrated the reciprocal nature to this work. When they showed
students they cared, they often received caring gestures in return. One participant (P1.11)
summed this up by explaining “I've noticed a huge difference in the kids that I really built a
strong bond with at the beginning of the year. They’re more connected to me and me to them.”
This quote illustrates how first-year teachers’ intentional efforts to focus on fostering and
building enduring relationships impacts their ability to succeed at teaching. Research findings
and literature on mentor-mentee and peer relationships have pointed to the ability for such
relationships to add critically important support structures that can help reduce early career stress
and prevent premature employee burnout (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2017).

What counted as “high-level praxis” varied depending on the particulars of the teachers I
studied. However, analysis for Theme 2 was able to bring to light a few common features of
what it looked like for a self-determined first-year teacher to think about and to do the work of
engaging in high-level praxis. A first common feature was expressions for the importance of
differentiation aimed at meeting students’ unique needs. Further indication of a teacher
possessing a positive, self-determined approach to this was them voicing the understanding that
student growth should be individual. Engaging in high-level praxis, especially differentiation for
the purpose of meeting individual student needs, is directly related to fostering competence, and
research literature points to competence as being essential to effective teaching (Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011; Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019).

Actively working to promote engagement came through as a second common feature of a
self-determined approach to engaging in high-level praxis. Teachers who represented this

mindset saw their active pursuit of mindfully creating engagement as imperative instead of
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optional. In short, they saw creating engagement as a teaching best-practice. A final commonly
shared belief relating to high-level praxis that demonstrated self-determination was the aim of
teachers to develop competent and confident students. Again, as with creating engagement,
teachers who fell into this category interpreted this to be a necessary component of being a high-
level practitioner as opposed to an option to engage in if time permitted. Intentionality was the
key here. Certain participants expressed a self-determination to focus on students’ overall well-
being in this way. For early career teachers, the pursuit of high-level praxis as something that is
essential as opposed to optional relates directly to the research on SDT, which suggests that
engaging in tasks perceived to be meaningful and worthwhile boosts intrinsic motivation and
self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Engaging in innovative and creative praxis emerged as the third important theme for
exhibiting self-determination. One primary area of focus for participants who were active here
was expressing the need to both engage students and assess their learning in creative ways.
While some participants reported that they engage in this type of approach to teaching and
learning if and when they have time to, others insisted this was a necessary component of
effective teaching in their view. Practicing creativity in curricular, instructional, and assessment
decisions has been associated in research findings to intrinsic motivation, especially for teachers
who place high value on autonomy and student-centered approaches (Deci & Ryna, 1985). An
activity central to the teachers who stressed the importance of this was working diligently to
create opportunities for students to think critically and solve problems in creative ways. Teachers
who have promoted students actively providing input and practicing creative freedom exhibit a
self-determined approach to teaching and learning, which has been shown to make a person more

resilient to job related stresses and job dissatisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). In furthering this,
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the most self-determined exhibitions of innovative and creative praxis from the current study
were those involving turning learning and assessment decisions over to the students. In a
decision John Dewey would have appreciated, several participants voiced favorability for
involving students in making curricular and instructional choices. One participant (P2.8), a high
school journalism teacher, described this by explaining:

With student input, I decided to shift my photo curriculum to focus on smartphone

photography, something that resonates with them. The shift to project-based learning has

made students more invested, especially when they have creative freedom. Incorporating

TikTok photo challenges into class has made learning more relatable for students.

Once again, while some teachers reported engaging students in this way as a priority, others
expressed this as outside-the-box thinking that they may do only once they had their footing and
if time permitted. Participants who engage and assess students creatively support research
findings showing that higher job satisfaction and higher self-efficacy has been reported by
teachers who pursue and embrace autonomy (Paufler, 2018).

When discussing collaboration with colleagues and student stakeholders, the more self-
determined teachers in the group of participants expressed two primary reasons for doing so.
First, they stressed the importance of new teachers collaborating with colleagues in their school
to improve engagement and instruction. This, actively working to engage learners, relates to
Theme 2 for promoting self-determination, which points to the reciprocal nature of the four
themes. This reasoning for collaboration extended into some participants reporting that they had
actively sought professional development opportunities to shore up areas of their own praxis they
saw as a weakness or area for improvement. A second type of collaboration, as expressed by

participants exhibiting self-determination, was collaborating with parents to improve student
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relationships and engagement. As with collaborating with colleagues above, this type of
collaboration relates to further development of skill around Theme 1, fostering community and
caring connections, which points out the reciprocal nature of the themes overall. Collaboration
with colleagues and student stakeholders brings to the forefront the importance of relatedness
and the ability to build collective competence. Research literature has noted the benefits of these
types of relationships in promoting greater competence, reducing isolation, and enhancing
student outcomes (McLean et al., 2020; Boyle et al., 2023).

Collaboration with Colleagues and Student Stakeholders, Theme 4 for promotion of self-
determination, was the most polarized of the four regarding the quotes from participants. The
first-year teachers were either engaged in exhibiting self-determined behavior to collaborate, or
they lamented the absence of collaboration. This was as if they were waiting for the collaboration
to happen as opposed to actively, in an exhibition of self-determination, pursuing the
collaboration. Thus, this was the theme that most starkly pointed out the counter to it. Schools
and districts can help with this. As reported by Lick et al. (2013), the highest performing schools
and districts place a premium on collaboration and make it a priority in order to support teacher
and student growth.

Much like the scientific term for the speed of something in a given direction, velocity,
which can have both positive and negative directions, self-determination can function in the
same way. It can be thwarted. The four themes, which emerged from the current study, for self-
determination thwarting were:

Thwarting Theme 1—Grappling W/ Students’ Behavioral, Emotional, and Engagement

Challenges

Thwarting Theme 2—Experiencing Impacts to Teacher Emotional and Mental Health
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Thwarting Theme 3—Experiencing Support Issues

Thwarting Theme 4—Inadequate Preparation Experiences
Participant data provided multiple examples of teachers’ self-determination being thwarted either
by their own actions, inaction, or outside factors. Whichever the case was, a lack of self-
determination was often evident.

Grappling with students’ behavioral, emotional, and engagement challenges impacted
how participants in the initial study viewed their ability to effectively work with students. The
challenges presented by behavioral and emotional issues, and teachers’ inability to navigate
those challenges, illustrate how unmet needs for competence can result in diminished motivation
and self-determination. The literature details how a lack of skill regarding classroom
management can lead to early teacher burnout, in particular when those teachers lack autonomy
or necessary support structures (Peng et al., 2022; Ryan & Deci, 2000a).

The early career teachers in the initial study reported experiencing negative impacts on
their emotional and mental health. This links to what research literature states about emotional
strain resulting from unsatisfied core psychological needs, especially the needs for relatedness
and autonomy. Research in SDT informs us that extrinsic motivating pressures, lacking internal
alignment from feelings of relatedness or autonomy, result in decreased overall well-being and
motivation (McLean et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Teachers reporting struggling
emotionally due to feelings of lacking autonomy or the competence needed to handle classroom
challenges has links to Alderfer’s Frustration Regression Principle. This principle from
Alderfer’s ERG Theory states that people will experience a regression (decrease) in

motivation—Ilinked to self-determination—when needs go unmet (Alderfer, 1989).
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Experiencing support issues or insufficient support from colleagues, mentors, or student
stakeholders was reported by participants to have a negative impact on the way they viewed their
job. A lack of enduring support structures for first-year teachers directly impedes relatedness,
which research literature has identified as a vital component to new teachers’ ability to feel
secure, motivated, and likely to succeed and persevere in their career as a teacher (Ingersoll &
Strong, 2011; Womack-Wynne et al., 2011). Juxtaposed with this, supportive structures can
improve new teachers’ competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which in turn fosters greater
agency and resilience (Boyle et al., 2023; Forner et al., 2020).

Lack of quality preparation experiences were reported by participants as negatively
impacting their ability to teach effectively. The result was thwarting of self-determination.
Research literature has linked employees feeling underprepared to self-doubt, increased job-
related stress, and lower overall well-being (Lang, 2017; McLean et al., 2020). Counter to this,
literature highlights appropriate and thorough preparation experiences as being essential to
teachers successfully transitioning from pre-service to in-service teaching and a reduction in
early-career exits (Farrell, 2016). A final area that could benefit from improved preparation
experiences is the expectations new teachers have for the profession. Research literature points
out that a gap exists between pre-service teachers’ expectations for the job and real-world
demands, which suggests a need for better alignment between training and the demands of
teaching (Jacobson & Gunnulfsen, 2023).

Self-determination Theory: Analysis of First-year Teachers’ Motivation

The core psychological needs referred to in the Summary of the Study above—the needs

for competence, autonomy, and relatedness—are foundational to SDT, as described by Deci and

Ryan (1985, 1995, 2000, 2015) and others (e.g., Forner et al., 2020; Gagné et al., 2022; Jungert
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et al., 2022; Kaplan, 2021). Research has shown that the core needs are powerful predictors of
the level and type of motivation a person exhibits, further explaining that a person will exhibit a
higher degree of intrinsic motivation, or self-determination, when the needs are fully met versus
a higher likelihood to require extrinsic motivation when these needs are not met (Bauer &
Mulder, 2006; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Forner et al., 2020; Gagné et al., 2022). Additionally,
Ryan and Deci (2017) found that the degree to which the three core needs are “satisfied or
frustrated [is] conducive either to the relative prominence of healthy psychological growth or to
psychological stagnation and psychopathology” (p. 9). In plain terms, one’s satisfaction of the
three core needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness impacts their self-determination to
perform an action, as well as their overall well-being. Each of the three core psychological needs
were examined through the three subsidiary research questions and are discussed below.

Subsidiary research question 1: How do first-year teachers embody motivation
through a sense of competence?

Competence, or proof of competence, is a primary concern for most teachers. It is at the
heart of the requirement to be “highly qualified” to teach in U.S. K-12 public schools. It’s
appropriate, then, that it would be of concern to the first-year teachers who submitted to take part
in this study. They offered up a multitude of examples of tasks, behaviors, and musings as
evidence of their competence to teach. The data examined for this study indicated three
overarching areas where teachers focused who were self-determined to promote a sense of
competence. They sought to:

e possess the competence to meet the unique needs of every student

e possess the competence and ability to engage and teach every student

e possess the competence to grow students academically, socially, and emotionally
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As new teachers meet their students for the first time, they typically haven’t learned all
they will need to know yet about that person to be able to fully satisfy their needs as a student.
An important element of teacher competence is the ability to realize the unique needs a student
might have so they can then begin the journey toward meeting those needs through effective
differentiation (Ingersoll &Strong, 2011; Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019). One participant described
where she was in this process by explaining "finding lessons and activities that can meet all of
the students [needs] is probably one of my biggest challenges, but I do a lot of projects, and our
curriculum is very investigative." (P1.9) Project oriented learning and investigative curriculum
can level the field for a student who may struggle with more traditional forms of teaching and
learning like lecture and taking notes. A second teacher shared a similar sentiment when he said
"I can think of a specific project where my students mastered multiplication using various tools,
and I was proud that they reached a level of competency I had hoped for." (P1.21) Again, the
focus on project-based learning and the use of various tools for teaching the concept led to
proficiency and likely acted as a means to reach students with varying academic needs. A final
example demonstrates how flexibility in thought and planning can be helpful for meeting
students’ unique needs. Participant 1.25 shared "I organize my lessons in a way that leaves room
for flexibility. Sometimes I have to change the plan based on how students are responding to the
material." Teacher competence for meeting unique student needs is directly linked to literature
by Boyle et al. (2023), who pointed out that teachers’ feelings of confidence and sense of
accomplishment, related to competence per SDT, improved when they were able to successfully
create engaging lessons that met the unique needs of their students. These findings also resonate

with the findings of the current study.
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When considering the topic of teacher competence broadly, fostering student
engagement, for the current study’s participants, may have represented the most challenging area
of development for the teachers. This challenge prompts many teachers to look for novel ways to
engage students in learning, which was indeed the case with the current study’s participants.
They expressed motivation to actively pursue strategies that foster engagement and growth,
which connects back to SDT and the need for competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). One first-year
teacher shared "I was able to adapt my curriculum for students who were struggling by
supplementing with games and hands-on activities. I feel this approach made a huge
difference." (P1.3) Many participants shared that, as they find new ways to engage their students,
it gets easier for them to envision other creative ways based on what they learn over time.
Additionally, participants’ descriptions of using hands-on learning strategies directly links to
findings by Lang (2017), who posited that engagement focused teaching practices are essential to
new teachers feeling competent and self-determined to persevere.

Growing students’ academic, social, and emotional beings, all at the same time, can be
challenging for even a veteran educator. Participants’ responses indicated, for them, this ability
started with first making students feel comfortable in their classrooms. One teacher, in describing
her approach to accomplishing this, said "The connections I build with students are so important.
I try to share parts of my personality and interests to make them feel more comfortable." (P1.24)
Another echoed this idea of the importance of beginning with comfortability by adding "I try to
make the classroom a calming space where students feel comfortable and not stressed out."
(P2.14) Teachers from cohorts 1-3 expressed that building comfortability in a classroom was a
necessary skill for teachers to possess. After comfortability, participants spoke to building

student confidence to then be able to address their academic, social, and emotional aspects. The
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notion of focusing on holistic student growth connects to Ryan and Deci’s idea that teachers who
focus on students’ whole beings are also fostering relatedness in their classrooms (2000a). The
same work by Ryan and Deci (2000a) also illustrates how teachers who focus on relational
competence see resulting increases in intrinsic motivation for themselves and their students.
Participant 1.24 shared a simple way to begin the process, "I build confidence by calling on shy
students for questions I know they can answer... It helps them feel more comfortable
participating." Another added to this "I help them build confidence to lessen the stress of
perfectionism...to get them comfortable [just] turning in work." (P2.5) To summarize the
importance of this student first approach, one teacher (P2.7) commented "A lot of my students
won’t succeed unless they trust me and know I have their best interests at heart." The emphasis
on fostering and maintaining a comfortable classroom environment connects to literature that
suggests this ability is an important element of competence in situations where strong rapport is
important to overall success (McLean et al. 2020; Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Subsidiary research question 2: How do first-year teachers embody motivation
through a sense of autonomy?

During the initial study’s focus group interviews, the ability to act with autonomy in
teaching was the aspect of their first-year that most excited some participants, while
simultaneously frightening others. SDT posits that a person is optimally motivated—self-
determined to act—when all three core psychological needs are satisfied (Deci & Ryan, 2000),
but autonomy is a tricky one for new educators. Many new teachers report they love the freedom
of making so many decisions on their own, while others will insist their needs and the needs of
their students are better served with a heavy dose of guidance during their maiden voyage into

teaching. My research found evidence for each of these ways of thinking about autonomy by
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first-year teachers. The data I examined showed participants were self-determined to exercise
their senses of autonomy in three ways:

e using curriculum and instructional practices that are creative and engaging

e involving students in instructional and assessment decisions

e accepting responsibility for modifying curriculum to meet students’ needs
Study participants shared their rationale for each of these.

Regarding using curriculum and instructional practices that are creative and engaging,
one teacher stated "For their final, they had options on how to present their information in
Spanish. Some kids made TikTok videos, others wrote poems or created websites." (P1.24)
Another supported this when she explained "I give students the choice of how they want to
complete their assignments. They can type, make a video, or use another format." (P2.15) In both
instances, student choice was at the forefront. The practice of focusing on flexible curriculum
and fostering student creativity aligns with the autonomy component of SDT, as discussed by
Ryan and Deci (1985). Literature by Paufler (2018) on the topic of autonomy describes it as
freedom to make choices, which in turn increases intrinsic motivation and suggests that it is an
essential part of first-year teachers learning to navigate their new roles in the classroom.
Regarding participants’ reporting on the value of providing students with choices, this aligns
with Kaplan (2021), who concluded that promoting student autonomy had positive impacts on
student engagement and increased teachers’ satisfaction and sense of self-efficacy.

Teachers from each cohort discussed the importance of involving students in instructional
and assessment decisions, which connects with SDT’s description of autonomy. One said "I
allow my students to choose between several projects to show their understanding. I think it’s

important for them to feel they have control over how they demonstrate their learning." (P1.3)
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Another stated "I try to get students doing things hands-on and lead their own experience. I want
them to take responsibility for their learning." (P1.25) A final testimonial for involving students
in curricular decisions was offered by participant 1.24, who said "I let students select from a list
of activities, like making a video or creating a website, and they loved the freedom to choose."
All of these illustrate ways in which teachers tried to take the decision for what curriculum,
instruction, and assessment should look like and put those decisions into the hands of students.
Teachers who foster students’ abilities to make decisions about their own learning experience
increased job satisfaction and intrinsic motivation, which are each components of self-
determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). This approach to teaching and learning is also supported by
Boyle et al., which suggested that teachers who make student input a priority see higher degrees
of intrinsic motivation and a stronger sense of purpose (2023).

Just as important was what participants shared about their own sense of autonomy in
accepting responsibility for modifying curriculum to meet students’ needs. One teacher (P1.21)
expressed her appreciation for her ability to exercise autonomy by reporting "I have a lot of
flexibility in my classroom. I get to do what I feel fits best for me and my students." The practice
of taking responsibility for curriculum modification aligns with Alderfer’s ERG Theory, which
states that individuals have a need for growth through meaningful challenges (Alderfer, 1972). A
final thought was offered by another participant who stated "I used to follow a pre-built
curriculum, but now I make my own lessons. I feel more in control of what I teach."(P1.20)
Literature points out that a proactive stance, such as this, fosters a healthy sense of being in
control and possessing intrinsic motivation, especially juxtaposed with prescribed curricula that

may act to frustrate autonomy (Ergunay & Adiguzel, 2019; Lang, 2017).
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Subsidiary research question 3: How do first-year teachers embody motivation
through a sense of relatedness?

I teach a foundational education course at a U.S. college of education. Without doubt, the
number one topic of discussion in my course, and several others in our college, is relationships.
The power of relationships for teachers should not be discounted. Relatedness in schooling can
be looked at through multiple lenses. Some teachers stress the importance of building strong
relationships with their students, while others lean on parent relationships to help them solve
challenges they may have with students. Still another teacher may tell you there’s no relationship
more important than the ones with your colleagues. The truth is likely somewhere in the middle,
fostering all three might be required for a teacher to be at his or her best. My analysis of the data
for this study pointed to five areas where new teachers may demonstrate their sense of
relatedness. Those area are:

e Building enduring foundational relationships with their students

e Creating opportunities to foster strong student-to-student relationships

e Emphasizing an emotionally supportive environment

e Collaborating with colleagues

e Collaborating with parents or guardians

Notably, since the current study utilized data originally collected from 2019-2022, which
included school years impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, responses having to do with
relatedness saw the most dramatic swing in the types of responses received and frequency with
which they were shared. Through their reporting, participants expressed the difficulties of
fostering the necessary types of relationships for successful teacher-to-student, student-to-

student, and teacher-to-parent interactions. That said, the first-year teachers in the study were
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also full of optimism regarding relatedness. As one of them suggested, relationships are the
beginning of teaching. The importance the study’s participants placed on establishing enduring
relationships shares links with SDT’s need for relatedness in that the literature around this posits
that teachers who feel connected to their students report heightened job satisfaction, increased
overall well-being, and are more likely to persevere through challenges (Deci & Ryan, 1985;
Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

Regarding building enduring foundational relationships with their students, two teachers’
comments sum up what others reported. Participant 2.2 said "I became a teacher to impact kids’
lives, and building rapport with my students is the biggest part of my [job]." Another, in
describing how she focuses on foundational relationships at the start of each day, explained "I
start our day with a morning greeting, and most of my kids ask for hugs. There’s a lot of love in
my room. My kids respect me and they know I’ve got their back no matter what." (P1.4) The
emphasis the study’s first-year teachers put on foundational relationships reflects research
literature by Ingersoll & Strong (2011), which stated that mentoring relationships with students
are important for teachers to feel valued and fulfilled in their teaching roles, which, again,
stresses the importance of relatedness.

Some first-year teachers realize early on that the student-to-student relationships in a
classroom can be just as critical as the relationships between a student and the teacher. In terms
of creating opportunities to foster strong student-to-student relationships, some teachers who
participated in the study expressed that fostering these relationships are a central part of creating
a classroom community for them. One participant explained "I’ve worked hard to build
relationships in the classroom. They’re like a sweet little family." (P1.21) Another first-year

teacher, touting the importance of intentionality with this, stated "building that personal
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connection looks different for every single kid. I can’t change what happens outside my four
walls, but I control the relationships happening inside of them." (P1.2) This type of teacher focus
relates to literature on creating a supportive and inclusive classroom environment, which was
found in research to positively impact both teacher and student motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000a;
Boyle et al., 2023).

In order to emphasize an emotionally supportive environment for students, as reported by
study participants, you have to first know them well. This was shared succinctly by participant
1.3, who said "I know my students well enough to know when they need extra encouragement. I
like to check in with them personally." Another teacher, in describing how she had recently made
a point of focusing on supporting students emotionally shared:

I feel like I praise the kids more times during class and I'm like ‘great job...you did this

so well.” I think that helps build their confidence, and I've noticed that changes a lot of

the dynamics between them [and other students] as well as between myself and them.

(P3.1)

Notably, from cohort 1-3, there was a dramatic uptick in the number of participants who made
statements similar to these. The study’s first-year teachers’ promotion of positive peer
relationships calls attention to the nature of their commitment to an inclusive classroom
environment, which was supported in literature by Darling-Hammond (2003) when she
emphasized the ability for positive student relationships to decrease teacher stress and promote
teacher career longevity.

Regarding collaborating with colleagues, throughout the three cohorts, participants
expressed various reasons for its importance. One teacher spoke about using collaboration with

colleagues to find and try new teaching strategies. She explained "We are constantly working
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together to figure out what activities are working best. We trade ideas, and it’s great to see the
growth from each other's suggestions." (P1.3) Another participant (P1.6) illustrated how she uses
collaboration to meet specific student needs by sharing "I was talking with my co-teacher about a
student who was struggling, and she gave me ideas for scaffolding the lesson... It really helped.”
Finally, a third teacher explained how she has successfully used collaboration with her
colleagues for curriculum needs. She said "I’ve relied on my colleagues and their strategies for
teaching fourth grade, especially when we didn’t have a core reading curriculum." (P2.1)
Research literature points to colleague support as critical for first-year teachers, especially for
sharing teaching strategies and troubleshooting challenges, which in turn has been shown to
increase motivation and reduce burnout (Bjorklund, 2023; McLean et al., 2020).

As reported by participants, the ability to effectively collaborate with parents or
guardians is perhaps the most important type of relatedness for a new teacher to establish for him
or herself. Participant 1.2, in affirming the importance, shared:

I reach out to parents a lot, especially when I see that their child is struggling. I think

building that relationship helps us work together to support the student. When students

show improvement, I make sure to let parents know. I’ve seen how much it means to the
families, and it’s good to keep them informed."
In discussing how the pandemic had changed the way he uses collaboration with parents to help
students, another teacher explained "For remote students, I work closely with their parents to
make sure they understand [what their student is working on]." (P2.1) Literature has shown that
engaging student stakeholders in the process of educating youth promotes relatedness and
contributes to a strengthened support network that helps teachers meet the unique needs of their

students, enhances confidence, and increases motivation (Cattanach, 2013; Lick et al., 2013).
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Intersection of SDT Components and Four Themes for Promoting Self-Determination
The above examples illustrate the ways in which first-year teachers worked to express
their senses of competence, autonomy, and relatedness. An important aspect of the overall
findings regarding the three core psychological needs is their relation to the themes for
promoting self-determination. Again, the four themes for promoting self-determination were:
Promoting Theme 1—Fostering Community and Caring Connections
Promoting Theme 2—Engaging in High-level Praxis
Promoting Theme 3—Engaging in Innovative and Creative Praxis
Promoting Theme 4—Collaboration w/ Colleagues and Student Stakeholders
This relationships between the four promoting themes and the three core psychological needs are
represented in figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1 Relationship of SDT to four themes for promoting self-determination

Relationship of Three SDT Components to Four Themes for Promoting Self-determination

Competence == Theme 1

—> Theme 2
Autonomy

= Theme 3

» Theme4

Relatedness

Note: Figure 5.1 is an original graphic created by the current study author to illustrate the
connections between the three core psychological needs described by SDT and the four themes
for promoting self-determination described by the current study.

In examining the connections between the four themes for promotion of self-
determination in first-year teachers and the core psychological needs of competence, autonomy,

and relatedness, several important realizations were made. For example, fostering community
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and caring connections, Theme 1, connects to the importance of relatedness as described by
SDT. Deci and Ryan (1985) describe relatedness as the need to establish meaningful and
supportive relationships. Theme 1 reflects research that suggests enduring relationships with
students, colleagues, and student stakeholders increases teachers’ sense of belonging and plays a
crucial role in their self-determination to persist in teaching (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Boyle et
al., 2023).

Engaging in high-level praxis shows direct links to the need for competence, which is
illustrated by teachers’ efforts to improve their curricular, instructional, and assessment
approaches, as well as their work in refining their ability to differentiate these to better meet the
unique needs of their students. Research points out that teachers who intentionally pursue
differentiation strategies and increased student engagement are more likely to develop a strong
sense of efficacy, which in turn promotes higher degrees of self-determination and perseverance
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; McLean et al., 2020). Furthermore, as first-year teachers actively
work to improve their praxis and begin to see results, they gain higher belief in their abilities,
which then increases their sense of accomplishment that aligns back to SDT’s need for
competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000a).

Engaging in innovative and creative praxis, Theme 3 for promoting self-determination,
connects back to the important role autonomy plays in teachers’ work. As described by Deci &
Ryan (1985), autonomy allows people to exercise volition in ways that connect to their own
interests and personal goals. Research has found that teachers who are able to practice creative
teaching strategies report higher job satisfaction, which in turn promotes greater motivation to

succeed and persevere at teaching (Paufler, 2018; Ryan & Deci 2000a). This relationship further
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illustrates how teachers experience higher levels of intrinsic motivation to take ownership of
their teaching praxis when they feel empowered to be innovative and creative.

Finally, although Theme 4—collaboration with colleagues and student stakeholders—
connects to all three of the core psychological needs, the link to the need for relatedness is
especially strong. Fostering collaboration with colleagues allows new teachers to share strategies
and best practices, receive help when presented challenges, and develop a stronger sense of
purpose, all of which promote growth and increased job satisfaction (Bjorklund, 2023; Lang,
2017). Furthermore, the current study’s findings suggest that these types of collaborative efforts
improved the feelings of competence, which then lead to greater comfortability with practicing
autonomy, during their first year of teaching. Together, the four themes align with SDT’s core
psychological needs and emphasize the important role of fostering intrinsic motivation and self-
determination for new teachers, thus creating an enduring foundation for perseverance and
success in teaching.

Intersection of SDT Components and Four Themes for Thwarting Self-Determination

Another notable aspect of the overall findings regarding the three core psychological
needs is their relation to the themes for thwarting self-determination. Again, the four themes for
thwarting self-determination were:

Thwarting Theme 1—Grappling W/ Students’ Behavioral, Emotional, and Engagement

Challenges

Thwarting Theme 2—Experiencing Impacts to Teacher Emotional and Mental Health

Thwarting Theme 3—Experiencing Support Issues

Thwarting Theme 4—Inadequate Preparation Experiences
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The relationships between the four thwarting themes and the three core psychological needs are
represented in figure 5.2.

Figure 5.2 Relationship of four themes for thwarting self-determination to SDT

Relationship of Four Themes for Thwarting Self-determination to Three SDT Components

Theme 1 —> Competence
Theme 2

—> Autonomy
Theme 3
Theme4 Relatedness

Note: Figure 5.2 is an original graphic created by the current study author to illustrate the
connections between the four themes for thwarting self-determination described by the current
study and the three core psychological needs described by SDT.

When investigating the connections between the core psychological needs of
competence, autonomy, and relatedness and the four themes for thwarting self-determination in
first-year teachers, several noteworthy linkages emerged regarding potential barriers to teachers’
ability to succeed and persevere in teaching. For example, grappling with students’ behavioral,
emotional, and engagement challenges, Theme 1, connected to the core need for competence.
Research has noted how first-year teachers’ sense of competence is negatively impacted when
they experience unresolved challenges to their ability to effectively manage student behavior and
engagement, which can lead to feeling ineffective and eventually decrease confidence and the
motivation needed to improve (McLean et al., 2020, Peg et al., 2022).

Impacts to teachers’ emotional and mental health states directly connect to the needs for
autonomy and relatedness and can further thwart a first-year teachers self-determination.

Research has shown that people experience a loss of autonomy when they feel overwhelmed by
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extrinsic pressures, which in turn leads to higher stress and feelings of inadequacy (Paufler,
2018; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Teachers can feel demotivated by restrictive school and district
policies, as well as during times when their own judgement and personal values do not align with
externally imposed expectations. Added to this, research related to SDT posits that relatedness is
critical to overall well-being; teachers who lack enduring relationships with students, colleagues,
and student stakeholders often report feeling isolated or siloed, which in turn may exacerbate
mental health challenges (Deci & Ryan, 1985; McLean et al., 2020).

Facing support issues can compromise the needs for competence and relatedness, since
new educators who lack mentorship or resources can struggle to meet the demands of teaching.
Research has pointed to the importance of adequate colleague support and mentorship
experiences in building first-year teachers’ competence and confidence (Ingersoll & Strong,
2011; Boyle et al., 2023). When such support is lacking, teachers may be left to navigate
instructional and relational challenges on their own, which can in turn lead to a reduced sense of
self-efficacy and higher likelihood for early burnout (Mitchell et al., 2017; Womack-Wynne et
al., 2011).

Finally, inadequate preparation experiences connect to reductions in competence and
autonomy. Teachers who view themselves as underprepared for the classroom challenges they
encounter are more likely to rely on imposed curriculum and classroom management strategies,
which can decrease their sense of autonomy. Lang (2017) posits the juxtaposition between pre-
service teachers’ expectations for teaching and the reality of today’s classrooms is at the root of
many first-year teachers’ under preparedness and resulting overreliance on rigid instructional and
classroom management practices that may not necessarily align with teachers’ personal values or

beliefs. Additionally, this lack of preparation can further damage competence, as struggling
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teachers may fail to ever implement teaching strategies that could eventually result in them
experiencing a breakthrough regarding their praxis. In all, the four themes for thwarting the self-
determination of first-year teachers illustrate how negative impacts to the satisfaction of the three
core psychological needs can create significant obstacles to motivation for new teachers,
ultimately decreasing their overall well-being and likelihood for succeeding and persevering in

the career.

Implications for Practice

School and District Level Leaders

My analysis and findings from this study suggest specific and critical roles for school
building and district level leaders in the long-term success and retention of new teachers. In order
to help ensure new educators succeed and persevere in the profession, school building and
district-level leaders should establish structured support systems that focus on satisfying
teachers’ core psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Implementing
comprehensive new teacher induction experiences, which include mentorship opportunities with
veteran teachers proven in their ability to exhibit self-determination through execution of the
four themes of:

Theme 1—Fostering Community and Caring Connections

Theme 2—Engaging in High-level Praxis

Theme 3—Engaging in Innovative and Creative Praxis

Theme 4—Collaboration w/ Colleagues and Student Stakeholders,
should be prioritized. This could provide early career educators the practical guidance and
emotional support they need to successfully overcome the most common beginning teacher

challenges. Additionally, providing targeted professional development that focuses on

188



relationship building, promoting student engagement, and differentiation will help new and
veteran teachers develop the competence necessary to help in satisfying their own core
psychological needs. Districts can further encourage collaboration by promoting the
development of professional learning communities (PLCs) and ensure common planning times
among the teachers in the same PLC. This should give new teachers important opportunities to
share teaching strategies, explore challenges, gain peer insights, and work on becoming more
connected to their colleagues.

At the school building level, specifically, administrators should work to empower new
teachers to exercise autonomy, innovation, and creativity in their teaching practices. Attention
should be paid to fostering an environment where this type of autonomy is celebrated, curricular
flexibility is encouraged, and teachers are supported in creating lessons tailored to their students’
unique needs, while still meeting district wide goals and state standards. Schools should also
promote the ability for teachers to experiment with project-based and problem-based learning,
innovative assessment methods, and student-led instructional strategies, with the aim to help new
educators further develop their senses of competence and autonomy. To bolster these efforts,
administrators should adopt a culture of continuous feedback and reflection geared toward
celebrating successes and making adjustments to non-successes with the intent to retool and try
again. In doing this, building and district level leadership can promote a school climate that
supports teacher autonomy and relatedness and that promotes new teacher development, eventual
job success, and perseverance in the career.

Colleges of Education
Teacher preparation programs should play a central role in fostering the core

psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness in their candidates, as these are
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essential to long-term success and perseverance in the career field. To do so, colleges of
education should focus on bolstering their own instruction by providing pre-service educators
with opportunities to engage in creative curricular and instructional design, innovative
relationship development and engagement practices, and classroom management strategies
focused on restorative justice practices. Extended early-field and student-teaching placements
could further promote pre-service teachers’ senses of competence. Coinciding with this, offering
training specifically targeted at supporting candidates’ ability to foster relationships and promote
emotionally supportive classroom environments could further equip them with the competence
necessary for building the type of classroom community the leads to successful outcomes for
both the students and the teacher.

Colleges of education should also work to implement curricular and instructional
strategies that develop candidates’ sense of autonomy and creativity. To do this, preparation
providers should seed their programs with opportunities aimed at allowing candidates to
experiment with innovative teaching methods like project-based and problem-based learning and
student-driven assessment practices. This ability for future educators to design and deliver
lessons that cater to the unique needs of students, and allow for flexible curricular, instructional,
and assessment approaches will promote their competence and confidence with making these
decisions in their future career. College faculty can also help promote candidates’ autonomy by
promoting the process of imagining, creating, implementing, reflecting, and improving based on
feedback. These measures should aid pre-service teachers in the eventual satisfaction of their
core psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, and lead to greater success

and perseverance at teaching.
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State Departments of Education

In order to support new teacher development, early career success, and long-term
longevity, state education policies should reflect the importance of the role core psychological
needs satisfaction plays in career success and perseverance. The findings of the current study
indicate that state departments of education should prioritize the creation of policy measures
aimed at encouraging school districts to implement structured new teacher mentoring
experiences focused on core psychological skills development and satisfaction. These programs
should target new teacher development of competencies for relationship building, innovative
engagement strategies, and differentiated instructional design. State policies could encourage or
incentivize schools to develop PLCs with the goal of fostering collaboration between new and
veteran educators, which should promote both sets of teachers’ senses of competence and
relatedness. This could also function as a means to elevate the status of school staffs to the level
of professional communities of collaborators with shared responsibility for student success. In
doing this, state departments of education can help ensure schools are places where colleague
support and collaboration leads to new teachers feeling better prepared for and personally
connected to their job, which should improve teacher success and perseverance.

In addition to the above, state departments of education can play a central role in
promoting teacher autonomy. To do so, state standards should be written to allow for greater
flexibility to allow teachers to modify instruction to meet their students’ unique needs.
Encouraging schools to develop project-based and problem-based learning strategies, and
student-led assessment strategies, could also serve as a catalyst for greater creativity in working
to meet state learning standards. The state should provide training and resources to school

districts targeted at curricular and instructional innovations. This would allow for, and
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incentivize, teachers to experiment with their own instructional and assessment approaches,
which could then lead improved senses of competence and autonomy. All of this could serve to
promote education as a dynamic, connected, innovative profession that is concerned with quality,
success, and perseverance for all involved.

Finally, State Departments of Education should analyze the impact(s) policy decisions
have on those they serve. The work of steering committees, and resulting policy implementation,
should be followed up with deeper short (immediate) and long-term analysis, through
collaboration with stakeholders, on the effects of changes. In particular, when changes may
potentially impact teachers’ senses of competence, autonomy, or relatedness and, thus, their
overall well-being, those changes should be closely examined pre and post implementation for
their impacts and value.

Limitations of the Study

New teachers encounter challenges and opportunities for growth during the beginning of
their careers (Bakar et al., 2014; Bartell, 2004; Desimone et al., 2014; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis,
2017). These challenges can lead to the decision to exit the career early on if novice teachers are
not helped to experience success in teaching. U.S. K-12 public education is currently dealing
with the impact of a teacher shortage (U.S. Department of Education, 2024). Additionally, it’s
expected that eight percent of the teacher workforce will exit the field this year, and an outsized
portion of that group will be teachers with three or less years in service (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2023). For these reasons, this study aimed to examine how first-year
teachers can be helped to succeed and persevere in their new careers by looking into the
satisfaction of a set of core psychological needs and the teachers’ resulting self-determination.

Given the above, some limitations of my study are:
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e Limited population (Access to population): Although attempts were made to ensure a
cross section of our college’s student population and programs offered, I was not able to
be fully representative of the overall colleges of education student or new teacher
population within the state. Also, the sample is impacted by where my participants are
originally from. This is a non-representative sample.

e Time: The timeline for the first round of interviews for the first cohort of the initial study
was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The second and third rounds of interviews
were, as well, but do a differing degree. This potentially introduces inconsistency with
my timeline for initial data gathering.

e Limits to self-reporting: All data used for my study was self-reported, which brings up
questions of trustworthiness, and consistency in what was reported based off each
individual’s interpretation of the question(s) being asked and answered.

Recommendations for Further Research

Given the state of the U.S. teacher workforce, lagging enrollment in teacher preparation
programs, and the teaching career field still dealing with the aftereffects of the COVID-19
pandemic, a study examining how teachers could be helped to succeed and potentially persevere
at teaching is likely to be deemed research-time-well-spent. This study explored themes
potentially transferable to teacher success or teacher failure but, although the themes could lead
to additional helpful research, the findings of this study are not generalizable. The sample size
was small, it was not randomly selected, and the data used was designed to answer other research
questions from the CAEP Standard 4 research study.

A second quantitative research study, with a larger sample size, that is comprised of

randomly selected participants, and with purpose-built questions, would be more trustworthy.
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The limits of self-reporting would still exist, but the fact that a research structure (basic
methodological approach and theoretical framework) already exists may make this type of effort
a worthwhile endeavor. There would be great value in either confirming the validity of the
themes generated from the current study or in refining them as a result of new, deeper
examination. A slight, but potentially useful, modification to this type of study would be to
narrow down the parameters for participant selection to strictly elementary teachers or secondary
teachers, as the themes generated could differ between grade level, age level, etc.

The next layer of research would be to conduct a quantitative study using a vetted
instrument, a survey. Conducted properly, this could lead to generalizable findings. Additionally,
this would allow for disaggregation of the data. The researcher could tailor questions to specific
groups or he could examine how different groups answered the same question. An additional
layer of research that would fit this type of study would be to discern which factors, if any, are
currently in place that are either helping meet the core needs or are frustrating the core needs.

A third study type to consider is an experimental design study. This would allow for
variables to be used to control for a specific treatment in order to gage the effect of that
treatment. A potentially powerful study would be a larger scale quantitative study with a
treatment group who receives training over time designed to promote a certain core need
fulfillment. The researcher could then investigate the effect size of that treatment on participants’
core needs fulfillment or self-determination. If the effect size is large enough, the sample size is
large and randomly selected, and the study is deemed reliable and valid, the findings could be
very helpful to the preparation and teaching professions. A final layer to this type of study would
be to conduct it longitudinally and look at how the treatment effects the retention rate for the

teachers in the study.
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Finally, a novel study, using SDT as a lens, to analyze the relationship between new
teachers’ self-determination to succeed and persevere in their early careers and future leadership
positions within schools or districts could be valuable. This could potentially aid in improved
identification and development of future educational leaders based on their exhibitions of self-
determination and their expressions of competence, autonomy, and relatedness.

Summary

The initial study this research built upon spanned four years (2019-2022) and was conducted to
meet CAEP accreditation requirements for Standard 4, which measures the impact of teacher
preparation providers on their completers and K-12 student outcomes. Focus group interview
transcripts, containing 56 first-year teachers’ answers to a series of four questions, were used to
gather data. Using QSA as a foundational framework, this study re-analyzed the data to explore
new research questions not considered by the initial study. The new research questions were
centered on Self-determination Theory, specifically focusing on how first-year teachers exhibited
self-determination and how fulfilling their core psychological needs for competence, autonomy,
and relatedness impacts their teaching. The study identified four key themes for promoting self-
determination: fostering community and caring connections, engaging in high-level praxis,
engaging in innovative and creative praxis, and collaboration with colleagues and student
stakeholders. These themes highlighted areas where new teachers may be able to experience
greater overall well-being and heightened success by focusing on them for improvement.
Additionally, four key themes for thwarting self-determination were identified: grappling with
students’ behavioral, emotional, and engagement challenges, impacts to teacher emotional and
mental health, experiencing support issues, and inadequate preparation experiences. These

themes highlighted areas where new teachers may experience challenges to their well-being and
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success if allowed to go unaddressed. This research adds to our understanding of how promoting
self-determination, through ensuring the core psychological needs for competence, autonomy,
and relatedness are met, can help new teachers experience greater success and persevere in

teaching.
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Appendix A - Additional Raw Data Cohort 1, Subsidiary Question 1

Appendix Table A.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 1 Competence

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Competence

P1.1

"We test different things in literacy and math every quarter, and then we build
on. So, once they've mastered a skill, we can move on. Through daily
observations, checklists, and running records, we're constantly observing
students' progress."

P1.7

"I have my different rubrics. We do practice in class. We take a couple quizzes
and a couple exams. But I think for me, academic success with my Spanish
students is seeing them being able to use the language that we've been talking
about in class successfully."

P1.9

"Finding lessons and activities that can meet all of the students’ [needs] is
probably one of my biggest challenges...I do a lot of projects, and our
curriculum is very investigative."

P1.11

"I just really focus on connections to authentic learning experiences... [ try to
model my own connections with math and science."

P1.13

"I make sure that kids let me know how they feel about each section in math. Do
they really feel like they've got the concept down?"

P1.14

"I look at the child and if they're growing and they're opening up, they're
learning new things, they're trying harder than what they did at first, [then]
they're showing some type of success."

P1.21

"We do a lot more brain breaks. Some of my best lessons have come from just a
spontaneous thought, and it worked."

"My administrator was impressed with the lesson plan I prepared for my
observation. It showed the professionalism I brought from my college training."

P1.22

"I created a simple outline for writing. By the end, they were using topic
sentences and conclusions. I was so proud of how far they had come."

P1.24

"I would say success is seeing that kids are trying to do something they feel
motivated to do, pushing themselves to the next level. I help them set SMART
goals, and we check in to see if they're meeting them."

"We’ve been doing more interactive assessments, and kids had lots of freedom. I
saw such high-quality work because they were invested in what they were
doing."

"We did a project where students had choices in how to present their
information. I saw them being creative, using the techniques I had taught them.
Each time I plan it, the student engagement and quality of projects improve."
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"We did a co-teach with the art teacher for Day of the Dead, and my students
taught her class about the culture. We had the highest grades for that topic, and
the kids still remember it months later."

"I set up gallery walks instead of formal presentations. This way, they could
share their work in a low-stress environment, and they got to choose how to
engage with their peers."

"Giving students time to work in groups before they speak in front of the class
helps build their confidence. They know they’re going to say the right answer,
and that reduces anxiety."

"I’ve had students mention things we did months ago because they remember it.
I know they were engaged because they still talk about it."

P1.25

"By the end of the year, they were able to gather evidence to support their claims
and provide reasoning using vocab words."

"By the end of the project, the students were able to explain bone structure in
ways that showed a deep understanding of anatomy. It felt like I had guided
them toward real learning."

"I see my kids able to take the information and apply it. We're doing cellular
respiration and they're talking about breaking down the pizza for lunch into
glucose. Making those connections means I've done my job."

"I try to get students doing things hands-on and lead their own experience. I
want them to take responsibility for their learning."

"I have learned where kids should and shouldn’t sit, and who can’t use the
restroom at certain times. Understanding who they are helps me manage them
better."

"I’ve had to take a lot of time finding resources, especially for anatomy, because
I never took it myself. It’s been a challenge, but I’ve learned a lot and I think the
students are benefiting."

"In my energy class, we discussed the political and social impacts of
hydroelectric energy in Ethiopia and Egypt. The presentations were thoughtful,
and students used their knowledge of science and politics."

"I try hard not to lecture. Instead, I have them take responsibility for their
learning and struggle a little to figure things out, which leads to real
understanding."
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Appendix B - Additional Raw Data Cohort 1, Subsidiary Question 2

Appendix Table B.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 1 Autonomy

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Autonomy

P1.3

"I allow my students to choose between several projects to show their
understanding. I think it’s important for them to feel they have control over
how they demonstrate their learning."

P1.4

"I think it's important to twist it a little bit and make it so the students have it
in their hands and then it’s their learning."

"The administration gives us freedom, but I’ve worked with my principal to
make sure I’m aligning my teaching with school goals. It’s nice to have that
support."

P1.6

"The administration has allowed us to make adjustments to the new
curriculum... It’s been helpful to know we can tailor things to what works best
for our students."

P1.10

"My advanced drama students planned their own improv show, and they
really took ownership of it."

P1.11

"When I see kids make their own connections to their real-life experiences,
that's how I would define their academic success."

P1.16

"At the end of the week, we sit down and say, 'What changes can we make to
help you get to that next step tomorrow?' It’s a lot of self-regulation for
students."

P1.21

"In creative writing, I had them roll dice to get a character, setting, and
activity. They had to make connections. It was productive struggle."

"We have flexible Fridays, where I intentionally mix things up to force them
to think outside the box."

P1.22

"For students who don’t understand, they need one-on-one attention, hands-
on activities. I took two days off from math to reteach and focus on struggling
students."

"Flexible Fridays are all about thinking outside the box. I purposely throw in
activities that force them to adapt to changes."

P1.24

"I let students select from a list of activities, like making a video or creating a
website, and they loved the freedom to choose."

"For their final, they had options on how to present their information in
Spanish. Some kids made TikTok videos, others wrote poems or created
websites."

P1.25

"I’m trying not to lecture too much. Instead, I want students to lead their own
experience, to figure things out on their own before I intervene."
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Appendix C - Additional Raw Data Cohort 1, Subsidiary Question 3

Appendix Table C.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 3 Relatedness

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Relatedness

P1.3

"I know my students well enough to know when they need extra
encouragement. I like to check in with them personally."

P1.4

"I start our day with a morning greeting, and most of my kids ask for hugs.
There’s a lot of love in my room. My kids respect me and they know I’ve got
their back no matter what."

P1.6

"We meet with our literacy coach in our PLC once a week. We have meetings
with English teachers to discuss how we can improve the curriculum for our
students."

"I was talking with my co-teacher about a student who was struggling, and
she gave me ideas for scaffolding the lesson. It really helped."

"I emailed parents about certain books that might have mature content and
asked for their approval before letting students check them out."

"The administration has allowed us to make adjustments to the new
curriculum. It’s been helpful to know we can tailor things to what works best
for our students."

P1.7

"I’ve had multiple meetings with parents where we discuss both behavior and
academics. I always try to come up with strategies that we can implement at
home and at school."

P1.9

"I've learned a lot from the veteran teachers in our building. They're always
willing to share what worked for them, and I try to incorporate that into my
teaching."

P1.11

"I asked my paraprofessional all the time for help because she's been at the
school for 10 years. Her input is amazing."

P1.12

"At parent-teacher conferences, I had parents tell me they’re okay with their
child having a D or a C. I’ve been trying to change that mindset."

P1.13

"Our world history teacher is set in his ways. I’ve tried to explain to him that
we need to change things up for this particular group of students."

P1.15

"I really emphasize the importance of relationships, letting them know they
are loved. [This helps] you know more about your student and what their
needs are."

P1.16

"I do a lot of personalized learning stuff in my classroom. I focus a lot on
relationships because [it makes them] more willing to ask questions, and that
helps them grow."

P1.17

"I’ve got snacks, socks, and gloves in my classroom. Students know that I’'m
always here to provide what they need."
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"My colleagues and I realized we hated the new curriculum. So, we adapted it
and found ways to make it more engaging for the students."

"The administration is working to make sure all students have Chromebooks
and internet access during COVID-19. It’s a collaborative effort to meet
students’ needs."

P1.18

"I actually got parents on board to stop giving them excuses. Working with
parents has helped take that excuse away and build students’ confidence."

P1.19

"I introduced them to a growth mindset. They’ve become more independent
and started trying more, instead of giving up right away."

P1.20

"I have been told, ‘I come to school because I come to your class.’"

"I try to contact parents as much as I can. I’ve set up remind accounts for each
class to keep communication open when students are absent."

P1.21

"I have small classes, and I make sure to know each student personally. They
feel like a family to me."

"I’ve worked hard to build relationships in the classroom. They’re like a
sweet little family, and I know them all personally."

"All the teachers that I was under at my alma mater are now my biggest fans.
It’s been great to work with them as colleagues."

"I try to involve parents as much as possible when addressing undiagnosed
learning disabilities. Parent meetings have been helpful in finding solutions."

P1.22

"I gave one of my students my sketchbook from high school because I knew
he loved to draw. I wanted to share something personal.”

"I’ve had to vent to my co-teachers so many times about dealing with
different learning levels, and they’ve been so reassuring."

P1.24

"I try to be goofy in class, so the students see me as approachable and
different, not just the boring teacher."

"I build confidence by calling on shy students for questions I know they can
answer. It helps them feel more comfortable participating."”

"The connections I build with students are so important. I try to share parts of
my personality and interests to make them feel more comfortable."

"I’ve worked with my principal on accommodating my students with different
needs. The support from admin has made a big difference."
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Appendix D - Additional Raw Data Cohort 2, Subsidiary Question 1

Appendix Table D.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 2 Competence

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Competence

P2.1

"I define their success by their ability to not only solve a task but then apply it
in their own context, like using what they learned in math while cooking at
home."

P2.2

"We do a lot of hands-on learning through play. It’s how they learn best at
this age."

P2.4

"I moved to scaffolded notes, and then modeling and demonstrating how to
analyze [them]."

P2.5

"I am more concerned about the story and if kids can make a personal
connection to what they’re learning."

"I help them build confidence to lessen the stress of perfectionism and to get
them comfortable turning in work."

P2.6

"I separate them into groups so I can work with them individually to work on
different levels."

P2.9

"I scaffold instruction and use simulations to engage students, ensuring
they’re progressing even if they don’t master everything."

P2.11

"A lot of kids come to me not knowing how to multiply, so we focus on
building confidence in basic skills."

P2.12

"We use programs like Eureka math, Zearn, and benchmark testing to track
individual progress and see their growth over time."

"I tell my students they are probably better teachers than I am because they
can explain the concepts to each other in ways I can’t."

P2.14

"I’ve spent since January reteaching all of the math, focusing on their
understanding and ability to solve problems, not just grades."

P2.15

"I try to make sure that every day they’re building off what they learned the
day before."

P2.16

"I do 10-minute rotations with guided reading. My high group gets more
advanced work, while my low group is still on basics."

P2.17

"I try to look at it from where they were to where they are, just to see if
they’re better than where they started."

"In welding class, they don’t have to be master welders, but they need to be
better than where they were."

P2.18

"I would define academic success as students understanding how to play their
instruments and get a good sound, as well as music literacy."
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"I regularly check in with my seventh graders. I ask what skills they’ve
improved on and what they want to learn."

"For Family and Consumer Sciences, I measure success by how well they can

P2.20 perform tasks, like sewing or completing a project.”
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Appendix E - Additional Raw Data Cohort 2, Subsidiary Question 2

Appendix Table E.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 2 Autonomy

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Autonomy

P2.2

"I direct my preschoolers’ play in ways that help them learn without them
realizing it."

P23

"We do a lot of reading and writing to prepare them for other subjects, but I
also encourage them to set their own learning goals."

P2.4

"I’ve put more of the grading work on them. I want them to reflect on what
they’ve produced."

"I encourage my students to analyze how I would take notes and do it
themselves."

P2.10

"I let students choose what to submit, whether it’s a typed response or a
video. There’s no right or wrong answer."

P2.12

"In our student success meetings, the students lead the meeting, sharing their
goals and successes for the year."

"I give my students the opportunity to explain concepts themselves and work
through their learning independently."

"I encourage students to take leadership roles, especially in group work and
peer teaching."

P2.13

"We work on setting goals and determining how to achieve them, with the
students taking ownership of their learning."

P2.14

"I try to help them become more independent. It's about letting them work
through the process and not rushing them."

P2.15

"I encourage them to reflect on their progress and take ownership of their
learning."

"We use a curriculum with a lot of online tools, and I give them the freedom
to use those tools in their own way."

"I give students the choice of how they want to complete their assignments.
They can type, make a video, or use another format."

P2.17

"We work on goal setting and how to achieve those goals, with the students
taking charge of the process."

P2.18

"We do check-in surveys every few weeks, where students reflect on their
progress and tell me what they want to learn next."

"I give them opportunities to go above and beyond, like connecting them with
community music groups outside of school."

P2.19

"I try to tap into what suits them and find the learning style that helps them
succeed."
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"We work on setting goals and tracking progress. Students take ownership of
how they achieve those goals."

"I give students freedom to figure out how to complete projects on their own,

P2.20 such as deciding how to manage tasks when they’re at home."
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Appendix F - Additional Raw Data Cohort 2, Subsidiary Question 3

Appendix Table F.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 2 Relatedness

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Relatedness

P2.2

"I became a teacher to impact kids’ lives, and building rapport with my
students is the biggest part of my classroom."

"I reach out to colleagues who teach at-risk students, and one even graduated
from the same program as me, so we share ideas on what works."

P2.4

"There’s always an element of them talking to their peers and reflecting on
what they’ve produced."

"Hearing from other teachers, getting face to face with others has been
refreshing and supportive."

P2.5

"I focus on making personal connections to the people we’re learning about
and how it applies to their own lives."

P2.7

"I’ve relied on my colleagues to help me adjust my methods and figure out
what works best for our students."

"Talking to students about what they want to do after school helps them see
the relevance of what they’re learning now."

P2.10

"I make my pre-recorded lessons more personal to connect with my remote
students, even if [ can’t see them in person."

P2.11

"We’ve been able to do more group work, and I’ve seen kids who struggled
start to help others, which builds confidence."

P2.12

"I have regular discussions with my co-teacher and mentor. We talk about
how to individualize educational plans for our students."

P2.13

"I work closely with our support staff, like paras, to make sure students are
getting the help they need."

P2.14

"I try to make the classroom a calming space where students feel comfortable
and not stressed out."

P2.15

"I focus on making that personal connection so students feel comfortable
where they’re at."

"I try to do group work where stronger students help those who need extra
support, building them up as a team."

P2.18

"For me, this year has reaffirmed how crucial relationships are. I focus on
getting to know my students and where they’re coming from."

"I connect students with music groups in the community and involve their
parents to support their progress outside of class."

P2.19

"I try to make the classroom a calm and supportive space, especially for
students dealing with socio-economic challenges."
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"I’ve worked closely with my instructional coach and special education
department to help differentiate assignments for struggling students."

P2.20 "I often do group work where stronger students help others, and that

teamwork helps build their confidence." (P2.20)
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Appendix G - Additional Raw Data Cohort 3, Subsidiary Question 1

Appendix Table G.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 3 Competence

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Competence

P3.2

"So, for drawing it's a lot of sketches. It's a lot of newsprint and just tons and
tons of stuff. So, when we first start drawing, whether it's 2d, 3d, or whether
it's the actual 3d or drawing class, I'll have them draw for 15-20 minutes or
whatever. Then, I'll keep all those drawings and I won't show them those
drawings until the end of the semester. You can see their skill [development]
just from a semester of them constantly working on that skill."

"So, getting that creativity to come blooming again in all my grades nine
through 12. They're all in that class together, learning together, but through
different ways. So, one of my main sayings is ‘there's not a right way or
wrong way...there's just a more efficient way and a less efficient way.”"

P3.3

"I do a few ways to try and help students achieve that success. One of the
ways I try and make sure is [through] asking frequent questions whenever
we're working example problems, not just like what steps should we be doing
next but more along the lines of why this step?"

P3.4

"In terms of how I help my students achieve academic success, I think helping
them figure out where they struggle and then how to adapt and overcome."

P3.5

"A lot of it is also checking off boxes of, you know, the process of art
techniques and art steps, and I try to help students achieve this by facilitating
discussions a lot. Sometimes, you know, I might not teach it best but another
student might explain it better than me."

P3.9

"We aim for about 85% proficiency in our music reading. We help them get
to that by daily practicing in class. We don't really assign homework in music
class other than practicing."

"For my tutoring classes, we do a lot of goal setting throughout the year. We
also do grade checks every week to measure it over time and record
everything."

P3.10

"Their argumentative research essays are so much better than their writing
was at the beginning of the year. We do grammar as bell work in my class so
we do a little bit each day."

P3.11

"By December, they're reading, like, actually reading full on sentences and
short stories. So, that's pretty impressive."
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Appendix H - Additional Raw Data Cohort 3, Subsidiary Question 2

Appendix Table H.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 3 Autonomy

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Autonomy

P3.2

"It doesn't really affect those previous students, but it affects my future
students. So, if they don't like that project, they can be like ‘Hey, we don't like
this project. We saw the other class do this. Can we change it?”"

P3.4

"In terms of challenges, along with [them], there's also some problems with
attendance of course. Another thing is me just being a first-year teacher not
really having the knowledge to fix all the problems. Some measures I've
taken, I think the number one thing is just talking to veteran teachers who
have more experience than me."

P3.6

"I think students that are able to, like, advocate for themselves are able to be
successful. So, I look for those skills and try to incorporate them in my
classroom."

"I think that would be a great example of student learning because they are
working together, and I think that is something they've grown a lot in this
year."

P3.8

"I had the students choose to...either make a poster, do a vlog, or just write
some sentences like a PowerPoint with pictures to describe their daily
routine."

P3.9

"We do these group games and exercises altogether to get them interested and
involved with music learning during class to make it more engaging."

"They get points for that as part of a grade, but they can really see over time
maybe the first goal that they had was to turn in at least one assignment for
the week."

P3.10

"I sat down and we had an ‘okay, we're gonna plan for the week and think
about when do I need to do stuff and how am I going to get all this done?’
moment."

"With him it's a lot of working on ‘okay, so what's going on outside of school,
what can you give me?’"
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Appendix I - Additional Raw Data Cohort 3, Subsidiary Question 3

Appendix Table I.1. Additional Quotes for Cohort 3 Relatedness

Participant #

Additional Quotes Relating to Cohort 1 Themes for Relatedness

P3.1

"It's quite crazy. I feel like [during your pre-service classroom experiences]
you walk into a classroom that's already set in stone most of the time.
Because I was a May graduate, [ walked into my own classroom in August
[and] I was like ‘oh my.”"

P3.2

"So, my first year I didn't want to do anything crazy and I kept getting us to
do an Art Club, Art Club, Art Club. And I put it off. I was like I'm not doing
it. I want to do art all the time."

"And then I also had a bunch of [unique] kids and we started a dungeon
dragons board game group. So, you got those kids who aren't athletic who
want to do something that's more social, or their parents want their kids to be
more social."

"When you get into your actual teaching job, you actually collaborate a lot.
Well, I mean, the good teachers collaborate a lot, right? So, I'm constantly
engaged with our ag department, our tech department, our Spanish
department, English, and FACS."

P3.5

"I have leaned on the teachers here a lot especially our sped teacher and our
school social worker."

P3.8

"They got extra credit if they taught somebody how to say something in
French. So, I got to see them interacting and teaching their parents or their
friends how to do stuff."

P3.9

"A couple things that we've been doing to help motivation is doing a reward
system in a bunch of my alternate ed classes, and they can save up to buy
some stuff with those points."

P3.10

"A few of them decided they were going to email their teacher because [they]
didn't understand [the assignment]."
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