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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the experiences of teachers being motivated to do more for their 

students.  While the lives and practices of teachers have received significant scholarly 

attention, to this point the extant literature on teacher motivation and expanded roles is 

limited.  In response to that gap, this study uses a phenomenological design with semi-

structure interviews and observations of classrooms to examine the motivations that 

inspire teachers to go beyond their prescribed roles in service of their students.  

Additional lines of inquiry examined how these motivations to embody expanded roles 

for students evolve from pre-service to actual classroom experience.  The study also 

investigated teacher-reported possibilities and limitations of doing more in service of 

students.  Self Determination Theory of Motivation was used as the theoretical 

framework to guide the methodological design of the study.  Results from the study 

illuminate a symbiotic relationship in which teachers engage in role expansion in order to 

both meet the needs of their students as well as to have their basic psychological needs of 

competence, relatedness, and autonomy satisfied.  Implications for further research 

highlight the need to understand how to support and sustain these practices as a 

mechanism to combat burnout and teacher attrition.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 In recent years, a significant body of research has demonstrated the incredible 

importance of the teacher in helping students to achieve at high levels.  Today, that body 

of research only grows with mounting evidence continuing to point to the teacher as the 

single-most important contributor to student learning and development.  Darling 

Hammond (1997) suggests that, “Each dollar spent on more highly qualified teachers nets 

greater student gains than any other use of school resources” making even clearer how 

essential teachers are to their schools and the students they serve.  She states that, “If 

students are to be well taught, it will be because they have knowledge and well-supported 

teachers, who are the central investment of schooling and the linchpin for school reform” 

(p. 44).  While more attention has been afforded to the work and impact of teachers on 

students, the unit of analysis has been primarily focused on teacher actions.  In short, 

researchers have attempted to understand how student success is impacted as a 

consequence of what teachers do.  Conclusions drawn, and especially those that identify 

positive student outcomes as a result of specific teacher actions, are what drive the 

majority of school reforms.  As a natural consequence to an increase in collective 

knowledge of impactful teacher actions, reform initiatives at both the national and local 

levels have called for an expansion of what teachers do.  Over time, this has contributed 

to the evolution and reconceptualization of the roles and work of teachers.  According to 

Lieberman and Miller (2000), this shift has been taking place over the last forty years.  

They point to a link between reform efforts aiming to both boost student achievement as 
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well to focus on the professionalization of teaching as the key drivers of the evolution of 

teacher roles.  Specific impetus for this evolution, according to Lieberman and Miller, 

include the 1983 report from the United States Department of Education, “A Nation at 

Risk” in addition to a Carnegie Report that followed shortly thereafter.  Findings from 

these reports communicated to education reformists and policymakers that student 

achievement was chiefly dependent on the role of the teacher and the structure of the 

school.  In other words, in order to better serve students, schools should be empowered to 

think more critically about how to leverage and use teachers to fortify the collective 

efforts of the school community.   

 One of the more distinct ways in which the evolution and expansion of teacher 

roles was linked to school structure was in the involvement of teachers “as decision-

makers and administrative and reform leaders” (Leiberman and Miller, 2000, p. 567).  

While the consequences of increased involvement in school-based leadership are varied, 

it is believed that, in general, “teachers who collaborate in the leadership of the 

school...are more likely to remain engaged and committed to their work” (p. 567).  Thus 

far, the narrative around teacher work and the reform efforts to increase and expand 

teacher roles, has been positive.  Given the connections that research has made to the way 

in which teachers doing more impacts student achievement and success, it is not 

surprising that teacher role expansion has been portrayed in this light.  However, it is also 

necessary to consider unintended or negative consequences of these reform efforts.  For 

example, it has been noted that while some “teachers who embrace the expanded role 

may experience greater satisfaction and commitment to the profession”, there is also the 
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chance that they may “experience work overload that exhausts their enthusiasm and 

erodes their commitment”  (p. 568).   

 Bartlett (2004) sees the execution and support of expanded teacher roles at the 

school level as being crucial to the experience of both the teacher and the chance for 

students to benefit from them.  While not the only condition necessary for the successful 

execution of expanded roles, Bartlett identifies shared agreement about role conception as 

a key element.  She shares that, “A mismatch between teachers’ role conceptions and an 

organization’s role conception, as manifested in material supports, creates incongruous 

conditions that have significant consequences for teachers’ work” (p. 572).  This is in 

contrast to schools that intentionally weave role expansion and additional responsibilities 

for teachers into the design of regular work hours.  Doing so, for Bartlett allows schools 

to maximize leadership capacity as well as to strategize to support the additional work 

that teachers take on.  And yet, even amidst conditions in which expanded roles are not 

intentionally supported, the trend toward doing more, on the part of teachers, only 

grows.   

 In studying the practice of teacher overwork, Drago et al. (1999) found wide-

ranging reasons for teachers choosing to do more than they were required.  On the 

interpersonal spectrum, Drago et al. identify strong desires, among teachers, to work 

toward a “positive work identity” by being mindful of and responsive to the expectations 

of their co-workers.  Beyond this desire to establish and preserve a perception of self that 

communicates a type of working style to colleagues is a need for teachers to demonstrate 

their commitment to the broader work.  Drago et al. remarks that an accepted concept not 

only of what teacher work is but also its importance has become embedded in the psyche 
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of educators.  Part of that role conception, as Drago et al. refers to it, includes overwork 

as a building block of good teaching.  In that sense, he cautions that creating conditions in 

which expanded teacher roles and teacher overwork is minimized is a complex aim.  The 

body of research available is significant enough to suggest that even in the presence of 

school-based reform efforts to curtail it, teachers will continue to opt into going above 

and beyond what’s required of their day-to-day work.  At the core, Drago et al. finds that 

there is a, “moral imperative for teachers to serve students well, regardless of the 

cost...even if it martyrs them because it is for the good of students” (p. 575).  In that 

sense, encouraging teachers to scale back overwork or to remain within the confines of 

their assigned roles would require educators to either, “accept a lower professional 

standard or themselves or redefine what it means to be a good teacher” (p. 575).  

Statement of Problem 

 Having established the idea that teacher role expansion and overwork exists 

(Bartlett 2004 & Drago et al. 1999) the attention can now turn to examining the factors 

that contribute to its persistence.  This section will also outline four ways that this study 

answers gaps in the current body of research relating to teacher role expansion, teacher 

motivation, attrition and burnout, and the influence of students on teachers.   

  To this point, discussion of national reform efforts to improve student success-- 

and especially in relation to expanding the roles of teachers-- has been generic.  In other 

words, reform efforts to improve student outcomes through the restructuring of schools 

by way of increased capacity and teacher overwork has been framed as practice that held 

promise for all students.  It should be noted that this study is less interested in the ways 

that schools, as organizations, mandate teacher role expansion through design and 
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structure.   Instead, the study seeks to identify and explore a trend toward intentional and 

voluntary teacher role expansion and overwork.  Prior research, with much of it cited 

above, has examined the role of the school in both implicitly and explicitly asking 

teachers to do more than their job description entails.  To date, a significant gap exists in 

the scholarly attention afforded to teachers who intentionally and voluntarily do more 

than they are asked to.  In response, this study seeks to address and narrow that gap. 

 Additionally, while the available research continues to grow, there is still much 

to be known about what motivates teachers.  Up until 2005, the majority of scholarship 

on motivation in education was focused on school-aged children.  As researchers began 

to trace the inseparable connections between the motivations of children and that of their 

teachers, the attention and subsequent lines of inquiry turned toward understanding the 

perceptions and attitudes of teachers.  While this field, and especially in relation to the 

work of teachers, has grown considerably over the last ten years, there remain many 

important questions for consideration and scholarly exploration.  The need for additional 

research on teacher motivation is another gap that this study aims to address.   

Overwork and role expansion are framed as problems to the extent that they are 

contributors to the burnout of teachers.  The phenomenon of burnout, and particularly 

among teachers in urban areas, has been well-researched over time (Ingersoll, 2001, 

Darling-Hammond, 2016).  In that sense, research on what motivates teachers to leave a 

given school or to leave education altogether can be qualified as the domain of teacher 

motivation that we know the most about.  Even still, with a growing shortfall of teachers 

in urban areas as well as an attrition rate that continues to climb, continuing to investigate 

the factors that influence burnout is necessary.  To that end, this study loosely explores 
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burnout from a different angle.  Instead of investigating role expansion as a symptom of 

burnout, it gives way to considering whether role expansion, for some teachers, is a 

contributor to feelings of competence and a desire to remain in education. 

This study takes a novel perspective when examining role expansion and 

overwork.  While the majority of studies to this point have framed overwork and role 

expansion as a byproduct of conditions within schools and the system-at-large, the focus 

of this study is explicitly on what motivates teachers who voluntarily do more.  It’s not to 

say that those same conditions don’t apply and contribute, in part, to the motivation for 

teachers to expand their roles.  It is to say, however, that this study is open to 

investigating the teacher-reported possibilities of overwork and role expansion.  Also 

unique to this study is the examination of the influence of students on teacher practice.  

By no means is this the only study that seeks to explore this relationship.  It is, however, 

one that resists the urge to take a deficit approach in doing so.  As an example, student 

behavior and its impact on teacher attrition has been studied previously.   (Beaugez 2012 

& Pearman 2012) Findings from these and other studies identify relationships between 

high rates of student misbehavior and teacher attrition.  This study seeks to promote 

teacher voice and experience in a way that might also surface the ways in which students 

positively influence the day-to-day actions of teachers as well as their long-term 

trajectory as educators.  

Statement of Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of teachers in order to 

better understand their motivations to do more for and in service of their 

students.  Thanks, in part, to the extant literature on pedagogical practices, we have a 
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significant knowledge base about how teachers teach their students.  The teacher as 

instructor is well-studied, and while additional lines of inquiry can always be pursued, 

interrogations within this domain are less pressing.  Collectively, we know much less 

about what motivates teachers to act in the ways that they do.  Research on teacher 

motivation has primarily focused on the impact on student learning.  One focal point 

absent from prior research on teacher motivation is the way in which motivation impacts 

the lives and practices of teachers.  In other words, how do teachers think about and act 

on what motivates them?  How do these motivations evolve over time?  Do practices and 

pedagogical approaches inspired by teacher motivations hold promise for retention?  Is 

the act of doing what motivates you beneficial to the personal and professional well-

being of teachers?  Given the need for additional inquiry in these areas, the objective of 

this study is to investigate teacher motivation from the lens of a teacher’s lived 

experience.  The unit of analysis for the study will be on urban teacher perceptions and 

experiences specifically through the lens of their self-reported motivators.  More 

specifically, this study seeks to isolate experiences in which teachers were motivated to 

practice role expansion in service of their students.  It is a distinct goal of this study to 

elevate the voice and experience of teachers in urban schools.  There continues to be a 

need for increased focus on the lives and work of urban educators, and especially to 

provide clues for sustaining and supporting their work.  My hope and intent is to 

contribute to an ever-growing body of work that examines the mindsets and lived 

experiences of teachers in urban schools as a means to construct a more complete 

understanding of how to recruit, support and retain teachers. 
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The primary research questions guiding this study are:  

RQ1: What motivates teachers to do more for their students?  

RQ2: : What are the pre-service motivators that influenced and informed 

the teacher’s willingness and approach to role expansion?  How did these 

motivators evolve over time?  

RQ 3: What are the teacher-reported possibilities and limits of role 

expansion?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The review of relevant research pertains to preservice teaching and professional 

identity, teacher motivation, teacher roles, and expanded teacher roles.  The goal of the 

review is to clarify the scope of the research problem by highlighting the findings of 

previous studies, indicating the gaps in the literature and need for further study, as well as 

to identify the theoretical implications most pertinent to the problem being studied.  The 

review will begin with a discussion of the findings of previous studies that have been 

conducted, will progress into examining the theoretical frameworks guiding the study, 

and conclude with a brief summary of the overall message of the literature that has been 

reviewed.   

Preservice Teaching and Professional Identity 

 In the last 20 years, an increase in scholarly attention has been given to 

understanding the role of personal and professional identity in the development of new 

teachers.  Schepens, Aelterman, and Vlerick (2009) define professional identity as, “what 

teachers themselves find important in their professional work and lives based on their 

own experiences and their personal backgrounds” (p. 6).  Coming to a better 

understanding of how a teacher’s evolving professional identity is critical in order to 

identify the appropriate supports, learning experiences, and coaching mechanisms for 

new teachers.  A teacher’s professional identity development should also be examined in 

conjunction with their personal identity as well.  Schepens et al.  point to the influence of 

societal expectations and norms about what a teacher should be and how they should act 

as competing factors with the teacher’s notion of who they are and who they want to 
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be  (p. 7).  The team provides sound rationale for wanting to further investigate the 

evolution of teacher identity as they believe it impacts, “how teachers teach, how they 

develop professionally, and how they approach educational challenges” ( p. 6).  In that 

respect, they focus their research on professional identity formation.  They specifically 

situate their study on the developmental processes of new teachers in order to better 

understand the interplay between their personhood and their evolving understanding of 

who they are as professionals.  The team conducted a multi-regression analysis and found 

both the type of teacher education in addition to the extent to which teachers felt prepared 

to enter their roles as the most significant predictors of a teacher’s, “self-efficacy, 

commitment, and professional orientation” (p. 29).  While both findings were significant, 

the team stressed the importance of the relationship between teachers feeling prepared to 

do the work and how they eventually engage with it. 

 Douwe Beiijaard has given a substantial amount of attention to teacher identity 

and the role of preservice preparation in the role of helping to form it.  He locates two 

essential focal points for examining teacher identity; the, “background factors that affect 

the development of teachers’ professional identity” and the impact of professional 

identity on teacher actions (Canrinus et al., 2011, p. 594).  The team provides a similar 

definition of professional identity to that of Schepens stating that it is, “how teachers see 

themselves based on their interpretations of their continuing interaction with their 

context” (p. 594).  Beiijaard also cautions that identity formation is a complex process 

that is anchored by one’s constant, “interpretation and reinterpretation of experiences and 

encounters” (p. 595).  Given this, the personal context and identities that individuals 

bring to their profession are bound to have an impact on their eventual assumed 
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professional identities as teachers.  In establishing their rationale for the study, the team 

argues that, “one cannot view professional identity as an identity attribute to all teachers 

in the same fashion” (p. 596).  In other words, while teachers embody a shared sense of 

identity with other teachers, they also differentiate these identities based on a number of 

personal factors.  The team sought to identify distinct teacher identity profiles from 

survey responses provided by 1,214 teachers working in secondary schools.  Using a 

cluster analysis, the team uncovered three distinct teacher identity profiles: “an 

unsatisfied and demotivated identity profile... a motivated and effectively committed 

identity profile... a motivated and effectively committed and a competence doubting 

identity profile” (p. 604).  The team stressed that the findings affirm earlier hypotheses 

suggesting that a uniform professional identity cannot be assigned to all teachers.  In 

order to better understand how teachers assume and enact their professional identities, it 

is essential to also explore the relationship between their personal and professional 

contexts. 

 Pillen, Beijaard, and den Brok (2013) examine the interplay between personal and 

professional in the context of professional identity formation among teachers on a deeper 

level.  They identify teaching as a profession that evokes and involves more of the 

personal side of a teacher than most other professions do.  Using that claim as the 

foundation for their research, the team advocates for the development of a professional 

identity for all teachers as a way to incorporate their personal histories and backgrounds 

into their practice.  They posit that by doing so teachers will be able to better navigate 

their initial and ongoing development as well as the day-to-day demands of their role.   

The team expounds upon this belief by stating, “Becoming a teacher means, among other 



12 
 

things, deciding how to express oneself in the classroom and how to adapt personal 

understandings and ideals to institutional demands” (Pillen et al., 2013, p. 240).  They 

continue and state, much like Beijaard, that “Developing a professional identity involves 

finding the balance between the personal and professional side of becoming and being a 

teacher” (p. 241).  The aim of the study was to understand how beginning teachers 

experience and cope with the tensions between their professional identities and their 

personal selves.  The team found that, on average, teachers in the study experienced at 

least three points of tension.  The most prevalent among these tensions included the 

desire to being caring with students while also being expected to be disciplinarians, 

wanting to have a private life outside of the profession while also being expected to 

spend time on tasks beyond work hours, and making sense of the differences between 

one’s orientation for learning to teach and the orientations of others  (p. 253).   

The findings of the above studies allude to the need for intentional preservice 

preparation to, among other things, guide teachers in the construction and embodiment of 

their professional identities.  In seeking to understand the various factors for teacher 

attrition, DeAngelis, Wall, and Che (2013) examined the relationship between early 

career support and the evolution of teacher intentions and career decisions.  The team 

points to an influx in the amount of attention given to preservice teacher support as a 

means to remedy the high attrition rate.  They also illuminate prior research that suggests 

that robust induction programs for teachers have demonstrated an increase in teacher 

retention compared to programs that are of lesser quality (p. 340).  The research focused 

on teacher perceptions of the early career support that they received and their subsequent 

intentions and career decisions.  Preservice preparation programs, induction and 



13 
 

mentoring programs, and initial on-the-job support were the specific forms of early career 

support that the team measured against.  Findings of the study confirm earlier studies to 

suggest that the quality of a teacher’s preservice preparation program has a direct impact 

on their desire to remain in the role.  Furthermore, the team found that, “high quality 

comprehensive mentoring and induction support can moderate the negative impact of 

perceived poor quality preparation on teacher’s intentions to leave their school” (p. 351). 

The aforementioned study provides an interesting lens to further examine the 

evolving mindsets and subsequent actions of the teacher.  Coladarci (1992) contributed to 

the growing body of research on teacher efficacy.  He defines efficacy in the realm of 

teaching as the, “extent to which teachers believe they can affect student learning” (p. 

323).  Coladarci relies on Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory as the basis for his study.  

In his framework, Bandura delineates between two types of expectations when talking 

about efficacy.  They are outcome and efficacy expectations.  Outcome expectations refer 

to the individual’s belief that a certain action will produce a certain outcome.  Efficacy 

expectations vary slightly and are based on the, “conviction that one can successfully 

execute the behavior required to produce the outcome” (Coladarci, 1992, p. 324).  Prior 

studies found that additional preservice coursework was a predictor of higher rates of 

teacher efficacy (Spector 1990, Hoy and Woolfolk 1993).  Increased rates of teacher 

efficacy have also been found to be a strong predictor of parental involvement as well as 

having an impact on student achievement (Anderson, Greene, and Loewen 1988, Gibson 

and Dembo 1985).  Coldaraci was specifically interested in advancing the existing body 

of research by exploring the potential relationship between teacher efficacy and 

commitment to teaching.  In other words, he set out to determine if teacher efficacy was a 
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predictor for one’s commitment to teaching.  Coladarci framed commitment to teaching 

in two ways.  The first was to examine it from the perspective of attrition or longevity in 

the role.  The second was to examine the extent to which teachers were unhappy with 

their chosen profession.  To explore commitment in this sense, Coladarci proposes to 

survey teachers as to whether or not they would choose the profession again.  After 

conducting regression analyses, Coladarci found that efficacy was, in fact, a strong 

predictor for one’s commitment to teaching.  In explaining his findings, Coladarci notes 

that, “insofar as this outcome suggests a mechanism for studying teacher’s commitment 

to teaching, this finding similarly is encouraging to those concerned with offsetting 

teacher attrition”  (p. 334). 

 Reeves and Lowenhaupt (2016) also begin their analysis from the stance of 

examining teacher attrition.  In doing so, they illustrate the distinct differences between 

career teachers of previous generations and those who have joined the profession more 

recently.  They explain: 

Today’s newly minted teachers are more likely to have had a prior career or other 

career options.  In addition, today’s new teachers more often view teaching as a 

short-term career and are more likely to leave the education profession 

altogether.  Some research also suggests that teachers increasingly desire 

leadership roles, advancement, and influence beyond the classroom. (p. 177) 

 

With this in mind, the team calls for a more thorough understanding of both what 

preservice teachers aspire to and how this connects to their motivations for entering the 

profession.  The study found that, “many in the new generation of teachers are aspiring 

teacher leaders” (p. 184).  Furthermore, they found that teacher motivations grounded in 

altruism were linked to their desire to pursue teacher-leadership opportunities.  This is 

especially consequential for the researchers as they point to the need to not only nurture 
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these aspirations but also to create novel preservice experiences that will service these 

needs upfront. 

Teacher Motivation 

 The last decade has given way to a significant increase in attention and interest in 

the study of teacher motivation (Watt and Richardson, 2008; Han and Yin, 2016).  Han 

and Yin (2016) point to general interest in applying existing theories of motivation to 

teaching as well as to a need to understand teacher motivation in the context of 

attrition.  They state:  

A renewed research interest in teachers’ motivation to teach and to remain 

teaching in the past decade has highlighted possible causes of the existing and 

potential teacher shortages as early teacher attrition, teaching force ageing, 

imbalance of high demand with less reward, limited career opportunities, less job 

security and low prestige.  (p. 2) 

 

Furthermore, they advocate for a continued commitment to researching teacher 

motivation as it potentially holds explanatory power for variables, “such as student 

motivation, educational reform, teaching practice and teachers’ psychological fulfilment 

and well-being” (p. 2).  In an attempt to synthesize existing definitions for teacher 

motivation, Han and Yin suggest that a definition should include:  

The reasons emanating from individuals’ intrinsic values to choose to teach and 

sustaining teaching, and the intensity of teacher motivation which is indicated by 

effort expended on teaching.  (p. 3) 

 

The team provided a comprehensive review and critique of the extant research on teacher 

motivation.  In doing so, they also uncovered additional opportunities for future research.  

With there currently being a relative dearth of research on teacher motivation, Han and 

Yin advocate for future studies to focus on teacher motivation in different sociocultural 

contexts as well as across different disciplines.   
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 Watt and Richardson (2007) express additional concerns over the newfound 

interest in studying teacher motivation amidst a lack of available and, “reliable measure 

upon which researchers could draw” (p. 791).  They contend that the impact of this is an 

inability to authentically compare findings across studies. To remedy this, Watt and 

Richardson developed the Factors Influencing Teacher Choice Scale (FIT-Choice) as a 

mechanism to measure the, “primary motivations of teachers to teach” (Watt et al., 2012, 

p. 792).  Using expectancy-value theory of achievement as a guide, the team developed 

their scale using, “consideration of the three major self, value, and task sets of variables 

that predict choices” (Watt and Richardson, 2007, p. 171).  In terms of the self, the scale 

was mapped to focus explicitly on ability.  For values, the team, “developed constructs 

relating to each of the expectancy-value components: intrinsic, subjective attainment, and 

utility values” (p. 171).  Lastly, for task, the researchers mapped to task demand and task 

return components.  Results from using the scale assessing preservice teachers at two 

Australian universities demonstrated a consistency of motivation for entering teaching 

across the sample.  Watt and Richardson found that, “intrinsic value, social utility value, 

and perceived teaching ability emerging as the highest rated influences on the choice of a 

teaching career, followed by positive prior teaching and learning experience and personal 

utility value” (p. 196).  In addition to these primary findings, the team found that teaching 

as a fallback option was rated very low across the sample.  For Watt and Richardson, this 

signifies the shared motivation among most teachers grounded in much more than just 

extrinsic rewards and specifically compensation. 

 Mansfield and Beltman (2013) situate their research in understanding the goals of 

beginning teachers.  They apply an achievement goal perspective in order to examine the 
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goals set by beginning and early career teachers as well as any apparent differences 

between these two groups.  The researchers pointed to prior research by Schutz, Crowder, 

and White (2001) that defined goals as, “subjective representations of what individuals 

would like to occur, or not to occur, in the future” (p. 4).  The power of goals, for 

Mansfield and Beltman, is that they become what dictates one’s, “thoughts, emotions, 

and behaviors” (p. 4)  The researchers were particularly concerned with achievement 

goals or those: 

Concerned with the purpose of achievement related behavior, the main two goals 

being mastery goals to develop skills and competence and performance goals to 

demonstrate competence relative to others. (p. 4) 

 

According to the team, these specific goals are critically important to investigate because 

they represent what teachers hope to accomplish in their role.  A more complete 

understanding of these goals can also inform the relevant behaviors that teachers leverage 

in the pursuit of them.  Mansfield and Beltman surveyed beginning and early career 

teachers and conducted an inductive-deductive analysis of the data.  They found that 

situated goals, or those that are applied to the specific context, were the most prominent 

among survey respondents.  The team deduced that beginning and early career teachers 

are mostly goal-oriented toward pursuits inside of the classroom.  Mansfield and Beltman 

also found that between both beginning and early service teachers, there was specific 

emphasis placed on advancing one’s learning.  The team stressed the importance of 

competence within the framework of achievement goal theory as reinforcement of the 

role that having the skills to do the job plays in teaching.  The final finding was related to 

the difference between preservice teachers and those who were at an early stage in their 

career.  The findings indicate that beginning and early service teachers differ in their 
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achievement goals relative to employment.  While preservice teachers tend to set 

ambitious goals for working conditions, compensation, and access to employment.  By 

contrast, those who were early service teachers were predominantly concerned with 

stability in their employment over time.   

 Additional scholarly attention has been given to understand teacher motivation 

and the factors that affect it for experienced teachers.  Börü (2018) examined the internal 

and external factors impacting the motivation of teachers with at least five years of 

experience in the classroom.  Her findings demonstrated consistency across participant 

responses in their motivation being most impacted by internal factors that influence their 

pursuit of success.  This includes but is not limited to formal and informal learning 

experiences, evaluative and coaching experiences that promote growth, and opportunities 

for teacher leadership.  Börü also found that demotivating factors were most often related 

to interactions with the principal and challenging experiences with students.  

 Remaining in the domain of motivation in the classroom, Lam, Cheng, and Choy 

(2009) used Self-Determination Theory of Motivation as a framework to explore teacher 

motivations to implement project-based learning.  In order to model SDT, the team, 

“investigated three dimensions of school support: (a) competence support, (b) autonomy 

support, and (c) collegial support” (p. 488).  They hypothesized that local conditions, 

specifically when implementation is involved, would have an impact on teacher 

motivation.  Furthermore, they used prior research to contend that school support would 

be a significant motivating or demotivating factor for teachers in working to implement a 

new initiative.  Their study, across 212 teachers and six school sites found that teachers 

who experienced higher levels of relatedness with their colleagues and perceived 
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competence and autonomy support from their schools were more likely to express self-

determination in implementing project-based learning in their classrooms. 

Changing Teacher Roles 

 When Dan Lortie (1975) published Schoolteacher, it served as the premier 

sociological account of the teaching profession.  In it, he observed and commented from a 

historical perspective on the evolution of the profession.  He wrote:  

The organization of the teacher tasks has undergone limited modification since 

colonial times; one of the most important changes was the emergence of the 

multiple-classroom school during the nineteenth century.  Despite the proximity 

that it introduced, however, the subsequent work relationships of teachers have 

been marked more by separation than by interdependence; most teachers still 

spend most of their time working alone with a group of students in a bounded 

area.  (p. 23) 

 

Holistically, Lortie saw the teaching profession as stagnant.  He makes this clear when 

addressing teacher pedagogy and practices.  He stated: 

Basic teaching techniques have also been extremely slow to change.  The 

principal modes of instruction (lecturing, recitation, demonstration, seat work, 

small group instruction, etc.) were known and used years ago; they continue to 

dominate despite the increased range of possibilities.  (p. 23) 

 

And yet, at the conclusion of his book, Lortie made reference to and speculated on 

eventual changes to the profession.  He noted:  

Change is inescapable in education today.  Constant discussion of change has 

methodological implications; it can create the impression that fundamental 

alterations have already taken place, particularly when journalists announce the 

arrival of an educational “revolution”.  The parameters of any such revolution, to 

say the least, are clouded.  What is changing and in what direction is it moving?  

(p. 214) 

 

This section attempts to illustrate some of the ways in which the profession, by way of 

teacher practice and role embodiment, has evolved in recent years.   
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 On the topic of change in education, specifically change related to the work and 

roles of teachers, Valli and Buese (2007) contend that, “Teachers have always adapted 

both their classroom instruction and out-of-classroom practices in response to changing 

educational trends and policy demands”  (p. 519).  Their particular focus is on shifts in 

teacher roles over the previous two decades.  Within this timeframe, they identify the 

passing of No Child Left Behind (2002) as significant legislation that directly impacted 

the roles of teachers.  In their analysis, Valli and Buese identify the, “high-stakes 

accountability climate” as the most influential factor impacting teacher practice and the 

embodiment of new roles.  In the context of their study, the team defines roles as sets of 

tasks or activities expected of the employee by the organization   

(p. 522).  Specifically within the domain of teacher roles, Valli and Buese are interested 

in examining how teacher roles change.  They rely on prior research to operationalize 

role increase, role intensification, and role expansion within their study.  Role increase, 

for Valli and Buese, represents the byproduct of, “heightened expectations from district, 

state, and federal policies” (p. 523).  In other words, an increase in external mandates 

tend to result in year-to-year increases of expectations placed on teachers.  Over time, this 

represents a substantial role increase for teachers, both in terms of what they’re being 

asked to do as well as with an “increasing level of sophistication” for each task or 

activity (p. 523).  The team’s definition of role expansion refers to additional, 

“responsibilities outside the classroom and intensified work within the classroom” (p. 

523).  Lastly, role intensification describes a phenomenon in which, “teachers are 

expected to respond to greater pressures and to comply with multiplying conditions” (p. 

524).  Using these definitions as a framework for their study, the team conducted a 
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mixed-methods longitudinal study to better understand how these three concepts manifest 

in the work of fourth and fifth grade teachers.  The team found that, “rapid-fire, high-

stakes policy directives promote an environment in which teachers are asked to relate to 

their students differently, enact pedagogies that are often at odds with their vision of best 

practice, and experience high levels of stress”   

(p. 520). 

 Like Valli and Buese, Bailey (2000) investigated the impact of mandated change 

directives on teacher roles.  In assessing the efficacy of perpetual reform efforts in 

relation to teachers, she noted, “I have come to believe that substantive curricular change 

only occurs when it begins with the teacher, and is fundamentally concerned with the 

immediate needs of children” (p. 113).  It is Bailey’s belief that mandated change 

processes have been done to teachers as opposed to in collaboration with them.  Her study 

explores the impact of said changes and the way that teacher roles evolve in 

response.  She found that the majority of teachers in her study were willing to adopt their 

practices in order to implement mandated changes with fidelity.  In reference to their 

willingness, she wrote: 

They had taken extra classes, gone to workshops, worked with consultants, pored 

over binders of materials...But just as they began to feel that they were achieving 

some degree of understanding and mastery the mandated change sort of feel from 

favor to be replaced by some new enthusiasm.  (p. 121) 

 

Bailey finds that teacher roles are constantly in flux due to the regular implementation of 

district reforms and initiatives.  She further finds that as teachers begin to evolve in their 

roles and practices as a way of embracing the changes, they eventually encounter role 

ambiguity and strain as these initiatives are deprioritized or combined with a fresh set of 

demands. 
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 Kirtman (2002) also investigated the influence of a state-wide restructuring 

initiative on the lives and work of teachers.  She sought to examine whether or not these 

mandated reforms impacted the roles of teachers on a broad level and more granularly if 

they affected practice at the classroom level.  In her view, teacher roles have been 

relatively stable since 1880.  She summarizes the nature of the stability, indicating, 

“teachers’ work today remains fairly similar to that of 100 years ago; it is characterized 

as individual work, with the governance power situated in the hands of individuals 

external to the classroom, and instruction that is largely teacher-centered”  (p. 2).  In her 

study, Kirtman examines both the ways that teacher roles have been impacted as well as 

if these mandated reforms could contribute to a change within teacher’s “core educational 

practice” (p. 2).  Kirtman’s findings demonstrated that the state-wide reform efforts had a 

marked impact on the roles of teachers.  More specifically, she identified relational and 

administrative expectations that were placed on teachers and the way that it impacted 

their practice.  In terms of the impact to teacher practice, Kirtman found that in the 

absence of support and development to not only implement but also balance their new 

roles, teachers experienced heightened levels of stress and burnout.  Furthermore, she 

concludes that not only have these reforms created palpable disruptions for teachers, they 

also ended up losing momentum because they failed to serve teachers and students at the 

outset.  Ultimately, this becomes cyclical and creates conditions where teacher roles are 

constantly in flux and in response to external demands. 

Teacher Influence and Relatedness 

As teacher roles continue to evolve beyond that of classroom management and 

instruction, so too do the expectations from those who manage their work.  In response to 
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the steady increase of students who are disengaging from and dropping out of school, an 

expectation has been reinforced for teachers to engage students in their learning.  It’s not 

that this expectation is new by any means.  But as the body of literature grows and 

identifies strong associations between student engagement, academic achievement, and 

the likelihood of persistence to and through graduation, the role of teachers in keeping 

students in school is becoming more urgent.  The statistics make the need for intervention 

clear; almost half of students in urban areas fail to reach graduation.  An additional 20% 

of students report being on the verge of dropping out (Shernoff and Bempechat, 2011).  

The promising news is that research continues to find that engagement is not a fixed trait 

and can be grown.  Furthermore, research consistently demonstrates the connections 

between engagement and the well-being of both adults and young people.  When 

engagement is experienced together between the two parties, it has shown to have a 

marked impact on student outcomes.  With this in mind, the attention turns to the 

teacher’s role in creating the conditions for engagement and the impact of the 

interventions implemented. 

 Kindermann (2011) identifies the school as an institution with arguably the most 

cultural influence in the scheme of a child’s life.  Within that scheme of influence, 

teachers play the most instrumental role.  While the impact of a teacher’s instructional 

expertise cannot be downplayed on a student’s engagement with school, increasing 

efforts have been made to understand how the work of the teacher beyond the scope of 

instruction works to engage students.  This comes as a result of increasing interest in 

analyzing the classroom as a social space (Hughes and Chen, 2010, p. 278).  While the 

transmission of knowledge and content is specific to the context of the educational space, 
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social interactions that extend beyond instruction are also important.  Narrowing this 

focus even further, the concepts of relatedness and teacher-student relationships is 

paramount and has been the focus of increased scholarly attention.  This is a natural 

progression in the research and especially as scholars attempt to take a holistic approach 

to understanding the lives of students and teachers.  Klassen, Perry, and Frenzel (2012) 

point to a useful theoretical framework in creating context for why relatedness and 

relational behavior in the classroom.  They use Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci 

and Ryan 2000) to bring awareness to the need for relational experiences as an innate 

human need stating, “optimal human functioning is hypothesized to depend on the 

satisfaction of three basic psychological needs: the need for autonomy, for competence, 

and for relatedness”  (p. 150).  For Reeve (2006), Self-Determination Theory creates a 

link to understand the flow and flux of engagement by way of relatedness in the 

classroom.  He claims that both teachers and students rely on certain inputs to help them 

move toward predetermined outcomes for their specific roles.  While research on goal 

pursuits will be reviewed in subsequent sections, it is important to note the relational 

aspects of teaching and learning inherent in remaining engaged in the process of goal 

attainment.  It is also necessary to note that there are multiple sources of and practices 

that create conditions for engagement in the classroom.  For the sake of this review of 

relevant literature, the primary emphasis will be on relational practices as they pertain to 

the engagement of students and teachers in the classroom. 

 Beyond the human need for relatedness, the social context of the classroom 

requires relational work both on the part of teacher and student.  Teachers report that the 

building of relationships with students tends to be one of the most rewarding aspects of 
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their work (Hargreaves 2000).  Before moving toward a discussion on relational work as 

a foundation for goal schemes and structures, some attention needs to be paid to teacher-

student relationships as a component of teacher well-being as it provides a useful 

connection.  Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs (2011) identify a gap in the research that examines 

the relational side of teaching as a mitigating factor in the experience of stress and 

eventual burnout.  The existing research most often points to the inverse-- investigating 

negative interactions between teacher and student that, over time, lead to feelings of 

stress and overwhelm.  Studies have approached these inquires seeking to understand the 

deficits without giving as much attention to the value of relationships, and particularly in 

regard to the life of the teacher.  A defining characteristic of teaching in contrast to that of 

other professions is the amount of time and the depth of interaction that teachers and 

students have with each other.  This presents unique opportunities for benefits to both 

parties by way of the relational work taking place.  For teachers, the sum total of this 

work holds promise for diminishing stress over time (Lazarus 1991 and Folkman 1987).  

More specifically where relationships were used strategically by teachers to accomplish 

classroom-specific goals, challenging moments with students were perceived as a 

necessary means to an end.  Consequently Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs found that stress is 

experienced most acutely when challenges are goal incongruent.  To that end, this review 

proceeds by exploring research focusing on the relational work of teachers with their 

students in respect to teacher goal-setting and pursuits. 

Teacher Goal Pursuits 

Contemporary motivation theories posit that individuals pursue behaviors with the 

belief that these behaviors will lead them closer to the attainment of their goals.  For Deci 
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and Ryan (2000), the foundation of goal pursuit within the Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT) is that the setting and attainment of goals is the antecedent of the satisfaction of 

basic psychological needs.  This is a departure from the majority of motivation-based 

theorists who tend to focus on goal-setting and subsequent behaviors as being 

physiological.  Deci and Ryan situate goal-setting and the behaviors that define the 

pursuit of these goals as being at the core of human experience and necessary both to an 

individual’s growth and well-being.  In other words, humans act in ways that are 

congruent with their perception of what is “interesting and important” as a means to 

authentically pursue psychological well-being (p. 230).  Self-Determination Theory was 

used as the theoretical framework by Vansteenkiste et al. (2007) to investigate the 

relationship between work value orientations, psychological need satisfaction, and job 

outcomes.  In framing the study, the team asserted that each workplace has a wide 

spectrum of work-value orientations, with some seeing their job as a means to a financial 

end and others placing more emphasis on skill-building, interpersonal relationships, and 

making an impact on society.  To illustrate this more clearly, they used intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation as concepts to frame the origin of work-related goals.  The study 

found that outcomes for job satisfaction by type of motivation varied greatly.  Whereas 

those who displayed higher levels of intrinsic motivation and were oriented more toward 

self-actualization and fulfillment experienced elevated levels of job satisfaction, those 

who displayed higher extrinsic motivation with particular regard to job security and 

financial well-being experienced lower satisfaction and an increase in role-specific 

exhaustion.   
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Goals provide unique insight into understanding motivation and behavior, 

particularly on the individual level.  In respect to behavior, goals often drive behaviors in 

conjunction with motivation.  In Katharyn Wentzel’s (2000) view, goals in relation to 

content represent “what it is an individual is trying to achieve in a given situation” (p. 

106).  This framing helps us to narrow down the specific motivators and thought 

processes behind the broader context for the goals set as well as the behaviors that 

contribute to the pursuit of these goals.  Wentzel believes that goals in relation to content 

demonstrate that the origin of goals can come from within the individual, external and 

societal pressures, or a combination of the two.  Within the classroom context, this is not 

only useful given the aforementioned role of identity in the adoption of certain practices, 

but also in seeing the classroom as a setting filled with social interaction and 

dynamics.  As the facilitator and mediator of the setting, the teacher is then likely to 

attend to both social and academic stimuli.  To that end, Wentzel stresses that the pursuit 

of multiple goals within a given situation is common for teachers-- and especially for 

those who are oriented both toward their professional achievement as well as personal 

and political ideologies.  In many cases, multiple goals become reciprocal in the sense 

that contributions made toward an orientation of professional achievement also support 

the aims that align with the individual’s belief system.   

An interpretive and interactionist study examining secondary school teachers’ 

professional identities and emotional experiences found that the enactment of an ethos of 

care by teachers is prompted, in part, by a willingness to reconceptualize and act on what 

it means to be a teacher.  Kate O’Connor (2008), defines caring as, “those emotions, 

actions and reflections that result from a teacher’s desire to motivate, help or inspire other 
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students” (p. 118).   She points to a climate in which enacting this ethos of care has rarely 

been emphasized or considered an essential part of the teacher’s role set.  In Gillian 

Forrester’s (2005) view, caring can be considered nonwork, or work that is 

uncompensated.  As such, these behaviors should be viewed as deeply embedded within 

the teacher’s commitment to social change and human development.  While O’Connor 

finds that teachers pursue goals both under pressures from professional and personal 

demands, she argues that “Teachers as people cannot be separated from their craft, and 

the act of teaching requires individuals to possess a genuine emotional understanding and 

empathy toward others”  (p. 119). 

Expanded Teacher Roles 

Before proceeding into a discussion of how the advisor role’s interaction with a 

teacher’s role breadth and possible role expansion, it is first worthwhile to provide a brief 

introduction to the concept of role breadth.   Phillippo and Stone (2013) characterize role 

breadth, as it relates to teaching, as the individual’s perception of the role of teacher, and 

the inclusion of certain responsibilities or duties within that framework.  In order to 

understand role breadth and its impact on teachers more fully, it is also important to 

discuss how teacher roles have been constructed socially and viewed by the general 

public.  Lortie (1975) found that the traditional expectations placed upon teachers have 

been primarily in the realm of curriculum and instruction.  In other words, teachers are 

expected to develop a curriculum that reflects what students need to know and plans to 

ensure that they learn it.  Outside of these primary responsibilities for teachers has been 

the charge to monitor and address student misbehavior, as well as to assess student 

progress toward their learning.  In recent years, there has been an increase in the amount 
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of urgency placed on teachers to monitor student progress and to adjust curriculum as 

necessary.  Lortie points to accountability measures put in place on the federal and state 

levels as the impetus for such urgency.  In terms of behavior, this is an area where the 

expectations and the amount of responsibility have varied on a school-by-school basis.  

This has been, in large part, due to the designation of resources by some schools to other 

staff positions responsible for addressing and mitigating student misbehavior.   

While curriculum and instruction have dominated the narrative of what teachers 

do and what they are responsible for, in recent years, according to Bartlett (2004), “the 

expectations made of teachers are expanding” (p. 567).  Furthermore, she found that, 

“For at least two decades, advocates of teaching reforms—especially those focused on 

professionalization—have taken pride in a steady expansion of teachers’ roles and 

responsibilities” (p. 567).  Lieberman and Miller (2000) also give credence to an 

expansion of traditional teacher roles and point to two distinct types of expansion.  The 

first being both voluntary and involuntary expansion of traditional roles in the classroom 

working with students, as well as in a variety of leadership capacities within the 

school.  Liebermann and Miller also emphasize how commonplace the latter type of role 

expansion has been in small school environments where the needs of the community 

often outweigh the available personnel.  As such, “Teachers steward many aspects of the 

school including responsibilities like the school’s assessment systems, pedagogical 

practices, and curriculum development” (p. 567).  The second type of role expansion 

identified by Liebermann and Miller is mostly voluntary, and consists of teacher 

“involvement in reform-oriented activity beyond the classroom” (p. 567).  For 

Liebermann and Miller these and other instances of teacher role expansion are worth 
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investigating further.  There remains a gap in the research conducted in this area.  To be 

more specific, they advocate for further investigating the way in which expanded teacher 

roles impact the individual teacher.  They believe the extant literature suggests, “teachers 

who embrace the expanded role may experience greater satisfaction and commitment to 

the profession, but they may also experience a work overload that exhausts their 

enthusiasm and erodes their commitment” (p. 568).  Liu (2000) similarly found that the 

gradual increase in teacher role expansion over the last two decades, “has led to increased 

occupational stress, tension in the negotiation of the work-family balance and…an 

increase in teacher attrition” (p. 566).  While these findings are a helpful reference point 

for understanding that teacher role expansion does have an impact on the work and lives 

of teachers, they paint, perhaps, a bit too broad of a picture for the sake of this 

analysis.  The goal of this study is to not only explore how the full-time advisor role 

facilitates teacher role expansion, but also how instances of role expansion impact the 

individual advisor and their ability to re-engage out-of-school youth.  With this in mind, 

the remainder of this section will explore teacher role expansion through the lens of 

social-emotional engagement of students, specifically in the realm of relationship 

building and personalism, for two reasons.  The first is that this is an area that has been 

identified as integral to both small and alternative learning communities as well as recent 

educational reform efforts.  The second reason is that, while the literature available 

remains limited, it is one of the only areas of teacher role expansion to be explored to this 

point. 

Phillippo and Stone (2013), in examining the expansion of teacher roles by way of 

relationship building with students, identified a growing body of research that “suggests 
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that teachers may play important roles, particularly in terms of their relationships with 

students, in addressing social-emotional functioning”  (p. 359).  While the literature 

points to a number of positive benefits of improved relationships between teacher and 

student, Phillippo and Stone note that when teachers deliberately address a student’s 

social-emotional well-being, they are moving beyond the realm of their traditional roles 

and responsibilities.  Taking the cumulative impact of teacher role expansion designed to 

meet the needs of students into consideration is of primary importance.  While some 

studies have explored either the benefits of expanding teacher roles to improve 

relationships between students and staff or the potential detriment of such action, 

Phillippo and Stone seek to provide a balanced approach by weighing both perspectives. 

Having outlined some of the positive benefits of teachers expanding their roles to 

address the social-emotional needs of students in a previous section, it is now necessary 

to consider drawbacks of some of the concerns related to teacher role expansion.  Behre, 

Astor, and Meyer (2001) draw a sharp line between the traditional responsibilities of 

curriculum and instruction and those in which teacher roles are expanded, including, 

“school leadership, peer mentoring, and the supervision of common areas” (p. 

261).  They also note that while teachers are willing to take on these additional 

responsibilities for the sake of school improvement, those who “extend themselves 

beyond classroom instruction find themselves unsupported and, at times, overwhelmed” 

(p. 261).  For Phillippo and Stone (2013), the appropriate response would be to provide 

teachers with the appropriate training and support in a way that would both prevent 

feelings of being overwhelmed, or to address these feelings as they arise.  Bringing the 

focus back to teachers expanding their role to build relationships with students and 
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exploring the social-emotional realm of teaching presents an issue.  Phillippo and Stone 

point to the findings of a study conducted by Grossman and associates (2007) that 

indicate, “teacher education lags behind other helping professions’ preparation programs 

with regard to relational practices, or skills for building and maintaining professional 

relationships with students” (p. 142).  Additionally, Hamre et al., (2012) found that while 

this is a priority for teacher preparation and education programs, the planning to 

implement such curriculum remains in the developmental stages at this point.     

Given this, Ingersoll (2003) connects the failure to prepare teachers in this realm 

as one of the primary reasons for teachers experiencing feelings of frustration and a lack 

of support in their relationships with students.  To expand this idea further, Ingersoll also 

found that the majority of teachers, in an effort to boost student achievement levels, 

willingly and skillfully engage in attempts to build relationships with students.  However, 

he also notes that because this area has yet to materialize as a formalized professional 

expectation and since it is still gaining traction in teacher preparation programs, 

individual teachers have built relationships with students on what Ingersoll deems a pro-

bono basis.  As a result, the level of effort that teachers put into this domain of their work 

varies not only by the individual and his or her affinity toward the social-emotional 

realm, but also on a student-by-student basis as well.  This has a tendency to lead to 

feelings of aimlessness on the part of the teacher as well as inconsistency for students, 

both of which carry consequences for the classroom environment.   

The previous section was responsible for outlining some of the findings related to 

the expansion of teacher roles in the area of personalism, specifically in terms building 

relationships and getting to know their students better.  While the expectations for 
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teachers and the implementation of this intervention remains informal in the majority of 

schools and in teacher preparation programs, advisory programs represent a more formal 

undertaking of these efforts.  With this in mind, the remainder of this section will explore 

the findings related specifically to teacher role expansion in the advisory setting.   

Phillippo (2013) provides a clear delineation between instances of what she refers 

to as optional, or informal teacher role expansion, and those that have been formalized, or 

required of teachers, especially in recent years.  She highlights, “teacher peer mentoring 

to teaching monitoring of student performance data to an emphasis of differentiated 

instruction to the instruction of English-language-learners in mainstream classrooms” as 

relevant examples of required role expansion, while using the advisor role as a blending 

of voluntary and involuntary expansion.  Phillippo notes that, “When teachers become 

advisors, they find themselves implicitly and explicitly required to provide 

students…with social-emotional support…developing supportive day-to-day 

interpersonal relationship with students, informally counseling students experiencing 

school or personal difficulties, and identifying and assisting students who may be 

experiencing abuse or neglect in their homes”  (p. 4).  In summarizing her findings and in 

addressing teacher role expansion broadly, she explains that when advisors are asked to 

carry one more responsibility or do “one more thing”, specifically in the social-emotional 

domain with students, “they might experience brilliant results, make no mark at all, or 

find themselves demoralized and facing a worsening of their students’ problems”  (p. 4).  

Furthermore, the success of each advisor in expanding their role, according to Phillippo, 

was dependent on a number of factors.  These factors included, but were not limited to, 

the individual’s preservice and in-service preparation, the level and quality of support 
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provided by administrative staff, and pre-existing personal and professional qualities of 

the teacher being studied.  The variations in and complexity of Phillippo’s findings 

highlight the need to further investigate instances of teacher role expansion for teachers.   

Theoretical Framework 

 This study was guided, in part, by the work of theoretical frameworks in teacher 

motivation.  While the study of what motivates teachers--both in respect to why they 

pursue teaching as a career and also how they enact their roles-- is relatively new, there 

has been a marked increase in scholarly attention over the last few years.  The foundation 

of this particular study was built from prior theoretical work advanced by Ryan, Deci, 

and Butler (2000).  Each framework and its contributions to the development of this 

study and the methods therein will be discussed in more detail below.  Supplemental 

conceptual frameworks as extensions of the aforementioned theoretical foundations will 

also be introduced and explained further in subsequent sections.  The primary theoretical 

anchor both at the macro and conceptual levels is Self-Determination Theory (SDT) of 

Motivation by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci (2000).  Butler’s conceptual framework 

will be introduced and explored briefly not only for its connections to the relatedness 

strand of SDT, but also for being one of the first studies to consider motivation from the 

perspective and lived experience of the teacher. 

 The origins of Self-Determination Theory grew out of an interest by Ryan and 

Deci (2017) to better understand the conditions for human growth and the pursuit of 

wellness by way of need satisfaction.  They started by situating their approach as an 

organismic life science and posit that the roots of motivation are best understood by 

viewing humans as active organisms seeking to grow and learn more about the world 
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around them.  They state, “From infancy on, people manifest intrinsic tendencies to take 

interest in, deeply learn about, and gain mastery both with respect to their inner and outer 

worlds” (p. 4).  In other words, the human as organism is active in engaging the 

environment and constantly seek the necessary stimuli to grow and thrive.  Deci and 

Ryan situate their theory, at its core, in psychology.  They also caution that the scope of 

the theory cannot be reduced to just psychology as the study of behavior and action are 

interdependent on biological and socio-cultural contexts as well.   The theorists advocate 

for a coordinated view of behavior and action in relation to motivation, but stress that 

their approach begins with the psychological processes that originate in the brain’s 

response to external stimuli. 

 With specific emphasis on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation on behavior, Deci 

and Ryan are most concerned with how specific behavioral pursuits impact feelings of 

wellness and satisfaction.  In a general sense, they trace lines of inquiry and the extant 

research back to extrinsic motivation leading to lower levels of well-being and 

satisfaction and intrinsic motivation yielding the opposite.   The theorists are primarily 

focused on intrinsic motivation and argue that a propensity toward this type of motivation 

along with the behaviors that accompany it are guided by the desire for the satisfaction of 

the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  Where these 

needs are nurtured in communities, organizations, and especially in work settings, Deci 

and Ryan believe that the human expression for “creativity, productivity, and compassion 

are more robustly expressed” (p. 5).  By identifying the conditions for optimal growth, 

they also caution that in the absence of these conditions, human growth can be thwarted.   
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Deci and Ryan (2017) define autonomy as one’s ability to “self-regulate one’s 

experiences and actions” (p. 10).  Until recently, the majority of theoretical work was 

constructed using motivation in education as a concept to understand the mindsets and 

actions of school-aged children.  It wasn’t until 2005 that attention turned to pursuing 

lines of motivation-related inquiry concerned with the behavior of teachers.  It is 

important to note that early conceptual frameworks that bridged the gap between 

achievement theory and teachers did so by maintaining a focus on what motivated 

teachers in relation to their work with students.  In some ways, this study’s aims are not 

vastly different.  An exhaustive list of the seminal theoretical supplements will not be 

provided here, but to as much extent possible, those that make clear connections between 

the origins of expectancy-value of achievement theory with a refined lens on teachers.  

One theorist in particular who set out to apply the underpinnings of expectancy-value of 

achievement theory to the work of teachers was Ruth Butler.  In many ways, Butler 

(2007) landed on examining the motives and actions of teachers after realizing the limits 

of a particular study involving the help-seeking behavior of students.  Over the course of 

her study, Butler found that propensity for students to seek help from their teachers was 

inextricably linked, in part, to the interactions between teacher and student to that point.  

Furthermore, and from a focus on outcomes, Butler found that if prior experience with 

seeking help from teachers was a significant predictor of future willingness to do so, then 

the role of the teacher in equation could not be ignored.  To make this connection clearer, 

Butler (2006) shares, “just as help-seeking styles are grounded in students' reasons or 

motives for both help-seeking and learning, teachers help-related perceptions and styles 

may be closely bound up with their own construction of their goals for teaching”  (p. 37).  
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More succinctly, a complete analysis of the achievement goals of students and their 

resulting actions should also consider the same achievement goal schemes of the teachers 

that serve them.  Looking ahead, Butler (2007) posits that we should strive to inquire into 

teacher motivations not only to understand why they teach, but also to develop an 

understanding of how they negotiate and implement their achievement-driven goal 

structures.  These inevitably influence not only the actions of teachers but also the impact 

and outcome for students.  As such, Butler calls for an emphasis on teacher motivation in 

relation to achievement goals as a needed evolution in the field of study. 

 One of the more important contributions made amidst growing attention paid to 

teacher motivation and achievement goal structures was Butler’s ability to 

reconceptualize the range of goals that teachers set.  More specifically, she pointed to 

research that stressed the importance of connections and caring between teacher and 

student in the classroom.  In doing so, Butler (2007) introduced the idea of extending 

concepts related to achievement goals beyond that of the instructional realm and into that 

of forming and sustaining interpersonal relationships.  Butler indicated an interest in 

“examining whether and how such relational goals differ from mastery goals” -- the 

primary domain of focus in the research on teacher motivation to this point.  She 

cautioned that in order to do so, relational goals had to be uniquely separate from other 

types of achievement goals.  Additionally, in order to be classified in their own category, 

relational goals had to pose a certain significance in terms of being able to “uniquely 

predict relevant outcomes”  (p. 727).  Butler predicted and found that just as a teacher’s 

disposition toward mastery and instructional-focused goal structures were a strong 

predictor of their chosen behavior in those same domains, so too were “strivings to 
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achieve and maintain relationships of trust and care with students” a predictor of the 

affordance of social support in the classroom (p. 728).  For this reason, Butler’s 

theoretical findings are a significant anchor for this study.  The link that Butler is able to 

establish between teachers' formation of achievement goals grounded in relational work 

and the resulting teacher behaviors, specifically directed toward social support for 

students, provides the necessary foundation for the research questions at hand.  Butler’s 

findings allow for this study to investigate teacher perceptions and approaches to 

relational work in the same vein as motivations for goal achievement in more 

instructionally focused domains.  An additional insight from Butler that helped to drive a 

specific line of inquiry in this study is the idea that motivation and eventual behavior, 

particularly in the relational domain, is a dynamic relationship.  Butler found that while 

teachers who prioritized caring and connecting with students most strongly at the 

beginning of the year were also those who self-reported the strongest levels of social 

support extended throughout the year to students.  Within these findings was also the 

indication that those who started with lower levels of motivation toward relational work 

self-reported subsequently higher levels of social support afforded throughout the 

year.  The same was not true for dispositions toward mastery-goal achievement and 

subsequent teacher behaviors.  In other words, even though teachers started the year not 

prioritizing relational work with students, there was evidence of evolution in their 

practices to adopt and emphasize those goals throughout the year.  This is critical to this 

study as there is a desire to investigate how motivation to do more for students by way of 

role expansion evolves over time.  More specifically, this study investigated the evolution 



39 
 

of motivation of attitudes and practices of role expansion from preservice teaching up to 

and including the first five years of practice. 

The final conceptual piece that anchors and directs this study is that of 

autonomous motivation for teaching.  With its roots in self-determination theory, 

autonomous motivation for teaching helps to refine the focus of this study from 

motivation at a broad level down to a window into actions and behaviors.  More 

importantly, autonomous motivation for teaching isolates more of the individual-specific 

motivators for action as opposed to looking at the totality of influencing factors.  Roth et. 

al (2007) point to earlier findings from Deci and Ryan (1985) to suggest, “autonomous 

motivations enable people to realize their authentic self, whereas controlled motivations 

are experienced as sources of external or internal pressure” (p. 761).  While this study 

allows room for the examination of all factors influencing teacher motivation, it is helpful 

to have a framework in place that dives more deeply into Butler’s line of inquiry around 

what matters for individual teachers and drives them to action.  It removes some of the 

more general factors that are shared across common domains and inherently linked to 

one’s professional identity.  This focus also helps to create more context-specific 

evidence to not only pursue additional lines of inquiry but also to develop a more 

complete understanding of the range of what inspires teachers to expand their roles. 

Autonomous motivation for teaching grounds this study in two important ways.  The first 

is an acknowledgement to Butler’s point above which is the recognition that teaching is 

inherently relational.  Because of this, the intrapersonal work of the teacher in navigating 

relational practices should not be excluded from considerations about 

motivation.  Understanding how success is defined, what drives teachers to actions, and 
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their goal schemes is dependent on the ability to explore and uncover layers of the 

self.  Roth et al. (2007) identify high-level and pertinent findings to show that, “at least in 

the initial phases of their careers, many teachers do strive for authentic self-realization 

and accomplishment in their work” (p. 762).  This is especially important given that 

autonomous direction and subsequent actions are driven, in large part, by having and 

holding an understanding of one’s authentic identity (Roth et al. 2007).  Taken together, 

and acknowledging Deci and Ryan’s (1995) findings, behavioral patterns and actions 

emerge from that which individuals identify with on a level that resonates with their core 

identity.  While this study doesn’t explicitly explore identity, it does so through the lens 

of individual motivations, the source of those motivations, and the actions that result 

from them.  To that end, using autonomous motivation for teaching as a blueprint to 

guide that inquiry is worthwhile. 
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CHAPTER 3  

METHOD 

 This study employs qualitative methods to examine the motivations of teachers who 

expand their roles to do more for their students. The study focused on the experiences of 

teachers and the meaning that they attach to their lived experience.  A qualitative design 

was most appropriate for the research questions posed as it promotes an understanding of 

these motivators by examining “natural social life” and particularly “how people 

experience things” (Saldaña, 2011, p. 8).   For Creswell & Creswell (2018), a qualitative 

design is used, “when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear their 

voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher and the 

participants in a study” (p. 92).  The remainder of this chapter reviews the study’s research 

design and includes methods for data collection and analysis as well as the study’s sample.  

This chapter concludes by addressing the position of the researcher, protections for 

participants, methods to ensure validity, and ethical considerations.   

 The need to understand the experience of being motivated to expand one’s teacher 

roles in service of students prompted me to select a phenomenological design for this 

study.  Creswell (2007) qualifies phenomenological approaches as those that are 

concerned with the “meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a 

concept or a phenomenon” (p. 57).  Furthermore, phenomenological studies seek to distill 

the collected data down to a synthesis of “what the participants experience and how they 

experienced it” (p. 57).  The relation of the researcher to the phenomenon being studied is 

also what inspired me to select a phenomenological approach.  Clark Moustakas (1997) 
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situates the investigator in phenomenological studies as someone who has to be invested 

in what is being researched.  He states: 

In phenomenological research, the question grows out of an intense interest in a 

problem or topic.  The researcher’s excitement and curiosity inspire the search.  

Personal history brings the core of the problem into focus.  (p. 104)   

 

As the researcher, I bring a personal and professional history to the study that served as a 

driving force for this undertaking.  I felt that phenomenology validated my place and 

purpose within the study.  While I’ll expound upon my role and positionality in a 

subsequent section, I wanted to provide this rationale upfront to clarify why I chose a 

phenomenological design for my study. 

 An additional reason for selecting a phenomenological design was the need to go 

in-depth with my participants.  While I knew that I couldn’t commit to an ethnographic 

approach, I wanted to be cognizant of the idea that motivating factors don’t reside on the 

surface with people.  In other words, I knew that longer conversations over time with my 

participants in addition to providing personal context and background on my own 

experiences would work to uncover what really drove them to go above and beyond for 

their students.  I also anticipated that longer interviews, a staple of phenomenological 

studies, would provide ample opportunity for participants to reflect on their practice and 

perhaps to tap into their subconscious in ways that were novel for them.  

Positionality 

 My own lived experiences were a significant factor in being motivated to 

investigate role expansion among teachers.  More specifically, having been both a teacher 

and a principal and expanding my roles in service of students in both capacities, I wanted 

to understand why the behavior felt so impulsive for me.  When I first embarked on the 
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journey toward a dissertation, I tried to frame my experiences around a research problem.  

In 2011, I had most recently spent a year working as a teacher with high school students 

who were disengaged from school.  Our mission was to re-engage these young people 

through a full-time advisory model.  We were responsible for uncovering their passions 

and interests, connecting them to real world learning experiences and opportunities, and 

designing authentic project-based work around their eventual internship experiences.  I 

loved every bit of the experience and even amidst levels of trauma and poverty that I had 

never been exposed to personally or professionally.  In my third year of teaching, this 

role was challenging me in ways that the previous two years in a traditional charter 

setting had not.  The innovative charge of the school and specifically in its commitment 

to form strong and supportive relationships with students was invigorating.  For the first 

time in my professional career, I felt like my personal values aligned with the mission of 

the school.  The challenge was that I didn’t know how to take inventory of my own 

evolution at the rate of change that I was undergoing personally and professionally.  

Stated differently, I was suddenly performing roles that I had no significant or sustained 

training on.  While I was completely invested in the utility of students having internships 

in their area of interest and passion, I didn’t know how to invest strangers in that charge 

such that they’d be willing to host a student as an intern.  I thought home visits made a lot 

of sense and were a great way to form authentic partnerships with families.  I was vastly 

underprepared to conduct them in neighborhoods with deep poverty.  Project-based 

learning sounded like such a welcomed pedagogical approach and much more palatable 

than teaching to a high-stakes test.  With that said, trying to come to consensus around 

what our shared teaching model would be resulted in years of ambiguity.  By far, the 
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year--amidst a host of challenges and failure-- left me feeling a renewed sense of 

investment in what education could be.  What I didn’t realize was that I was burnt 

out.  The symptoms began to manifest in September 2011 shortly after we started back to 

school.  On the train ride to work, I would feel a tightness in my chest followed by 

immense and uncontrollable anxiety.  Once students arrived, I would limit the amount of 

energy that I exerted in conversations and interactions.  By mid-October, I left my school 

in search of healing and restoration. 

 I share this for two reasons.  The first is to illuminate my process of trying to 

arrive at the right unit of analysis.  The second is to outline what epoche or bracketing 

looked like for me.   In early conversations with my advisor, I struggled to do just 

that.  Once again, in trying to replicate my experience in the form of a dissertation, I 

started with an interest in understanding the emotional experiences of teachers.  Before 

long, my desired focus was on role strain and conflict among advisory teachers.  

Realizing that not everyone practices advisory in the same way that my school had, I 

went back to the drawing board.  My committee’s feedback on my proposal helped me to 

maintain a focus on expanded teacher roles but opened up my analysis to really get inside 

the minds of my participants.  Previously, I was convinced that I only wanted to examine 

the practice of role expansion itself.  As I considered my role in the study and how I 

could best bracket or manage my own bias, I decided to explore uncharted territory.  My 

choice of theoretical framework played a significant role in helping me identify 

motivation and specifically motivating factors as the unit of analysis.  To this point, I had 

yet to even consider my own motivation for going beyond the roles that I was asked to 

enact for my students.  Using Self Determination Theory of Motivation also allowed me 
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to focus on three conditions that nurture teacher role expansion: competence, relatedness, 

and autonomy.   

 While the study remains both academic and personal to me, I think that the 

unfamiliar aspects of Self Determination Theory of Motivation and in a general sense 

exploring the motivating factors behind the experience of role expansion allowed me to 

better position myself and my bias as the researcher.  As I interviewed my participants, 

sat with and analyzed my data, I felt in partnership with them.  As some of them 

exclaimed, “I’ve never considered this before”, I shared that sentiment.  Had I used 

instances of role expansion as my unit of analysis, I don’t think that I would have been 

able to embody the spirit of discovery as well as I did.  I think I would have applied a 

distinct lens to the analysis that may have been an overrepresentation of my experience 

but not equally considerate of my participants.  Edmund Husserl (1970) was an advocate 

of constructing knowledge through phenomenology by being “free from suppositions” 

(Moustakas 1994, p. 85).  The Epoche, as he calls it, is the state in which the researcher 

sets “aside our prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas about things” (Moustakas 

1994, p. 85).  Moustakas (1994) explains that the Epoche is both a way of being as well 

as a way of conducting research.  At its core, the Epoche allows the researcher to prepare 

to arrive at new knowledge while “not being hampered by voices of the past that tell us 

the way things are or voices of the present that direct our thinking” (Moustakas 1994, p. 

85). 

 As a process, Epoche calls for, “unusual, sustained attention, concentration, and 

presence” in order to see things as they are (Moustakas 1994, p. 85).  Over the course of 

this analysis, I attempted to bracket my own experience through consistent reflection, 
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transparency with my participants, and an abundance of field memos.  Prior to and after 

each interview I conducted, I spent 10 minutes meditating or in quiet reflection.  Before 

interviews, I would reflect on notes from previous interviews.  After interviews, I would 

review my notes and try to hone in on pieces that I had highlighted.  In terms of 

transparency, I would begin interviews by describing some of my experiences with 

expanded teacher roles and sharing my personal investment in the study.  I would 

emphasize that I was trying to enter with a fresh perspective and the role that motivation 

played in helping me to do so.  Field memos played a significant role in helping me to 

bracket my biases and experiences when I wasn’t conducting interviews.  My approach to 

bracketing with field memos was to physically annotate any of my own feelings, 

perceptions, and attitudes about what I was experiencing on the margins of each 

page.  Additionally, I would concentrate participant perspectives in the middle of the 

page in order to reinforce Husserl’s call to focus on the essence of the phenomenon being 

studied. 

Study Participants 

 For this study, a purposive sample was used.  Cohen et. al (2000) describe 

purposive sampling as a procedure in which “the researcher has deliberately—purposely—

selected a particular section of the wider population to include in or exclude from the 

sample” (p. 99).  I chose two high schools in the city of Philadelphia as the backdrop for 

my study.  Gaining access to these high schools involved establishing connections with the 

principals of each school.   

The similarities and distinct differences between the two schools along with their 

curricular design was what attracted me to them.  Both schools featured elements that were 
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innovative or non-traditional.  I was especially interested in schools with innovative design 

and practices because I hypothesized that if teachers were already involuntarily practicing 

role expansion, it was more likely that they would do so on their own volition as 

well.  Stated differently, if the school was already asking teachers to enact roles separate 

from their responsibilities as teachers, I thought that there would be more instances of role 

expansion for these teachers to reflect on.  I also hypothesized that these two schools in 

particular and based on their design would likely be more autonomy supportive of their 

teachers.  In relation to Self Determination Theory of Motivation, the chosen theoretical 

framework for this study, an autonomy supportive environment would likely result in more 

autonomous action and behavior from the teachers.  Based on my initial understanding of 

each school, I placed West at the furthest end of the continuum in terms of nurturing 

autonomous action.  While Coolidge, in my estimation, was also autonomy supportive, I 

chose it as a complement to West because I judged the school’s design-- while featuring 

some elements of innovation-- to be much more traditional in nature.  I thought that despite 

their clear similarities, the contrast between the two schools would yield a variety of 

perspectives and experiences.  After approaching and talking to Principal Martin at West 

and Principal Massey at Coolidge about my research design, they informally agreed to 

participate and to help me recruit teachers for my sample.   

 The criteria for selecting study participants asked for principals to identify teachers 

who they perceived to have a track record of going above and beyond the call of duty for 

their students.  Six teachers from West and five from Coolidge were recommended with 

appropriate contact information.  I reached out to the eleven teachers individually by email.  

Each correspondence included a short background of myself, the study, and the informed 
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consent protocol.  All eleven teachers that were recommended agreed to participate in the 

study and the process of scheduling interviews and observations started shortly thereafter.   

Data Collection 

  The strategy for collecting data was semi-structured interviews and direct 

observation of teacher practice.  In writing about the preferred methods of data collection 

in contemporary qualitative education research, Merriam (1988) points to the use of 

interviews as the most effective and prevalent tools available to the researcher.  In framing 

the importance of interviews, she notes that for the researcher, an interview represents a 

conversation with a purpose.  Interviews, then, are conducted in order to, “find out…those 

things we cannot directly observe”, in particular, “feelings, thoughts, and intentions” and, 

“behaviors that took place at some previous point in time” (Merriam, 1988, p. 72).  Semi-

structured interviews were used to investigate the motivating factors that prompt teachers 

to expand their roles in service of students, how their willingness to practice role expansion 

has evolved over time, and what teachers describe as the possibilities and limits of 

intentional role expansion.   A total of three interviews were conducted with each of the 

eleven participants.  Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed upon completion.  

Notes were typed during interviews as a supplement and served as preliminary field memos 

which were refined during data analysis.  As these interviews were semi-structured in 

nature, a protocol was developed and used for each.  With that said, each interview 

inevitably took a course of its own.  The initial interview was between 90 and 120 minutes 

on average and was designed to collect background information as well as to investigate 

the primary research questions at hand.  In most of the initial interviews, the focus was 

explicitly on teacher-reported motivating factors for role expansion and their professional 
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journey to this point in their careers.  Subsequent interview protocols and time spent were 

adjusted as data were coded and analyzed.  That process, along with the specific 

adjustments that were made, will be described in greater detail below.   

 Yin (2014) encourages the researcher to determine both the spaces and times in 

which observations will take place.  With this in mind, an initial two-hour walkthrough 

was scheduled for both West and Coolidge in order to get a better sense for the landscape 

of each school.  By walking through common areas and observing both teacher and student 

interaction, I hoped to feel the culture of each school building. In particular, I hoped to be 

able to develop a pulse for the student and teacher experience at West and Coolidge 

respectively.  Thereafter, a direct observation of practice was scheduled and conducted for 

each participant.  Each observation occurred after the second interview had been 

completed.  It was decided that the observation would take place at this juncture in order 

to be able to gain participant-specific context about how they viewed relatedness and 

connections with students.  Given that most of third interview would focus on specific 

instances of role expansion, an observation of practice was used to identify specific 

moments of connection between teacher and student.  These examples were then used in 

follow-up interview protocol to gather additional insight.  Protocol were developed to 

maintain a consistent approach across all observations.  Each participant observation lasted 

for two hours or the equivalent of two class periods.  I chose to observe across multiple 

class periods in an attempt to gain as much context on the teacher irrespective of students 

and their impact on the class experience.  When I observed individual classrooms, I was 

interested in establishing an informal profile of the teacher.  I wanted to collect data on 

their teaching style and the systems and structures present in their room.  I was also 
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especially interested in the interactions between the teacher and individual students.  My 

goal was to take perspectives and anecdotes from prior interviews and see if they were 

confirmed or highlighted in the observation.  I would then use my findings as a baseline to 

approach the final interview and specifically in the design of the questions that I posed.  To 

be more specific, I relied on specific and observed interactions between the teacher and the 

student to pose more targeted questions about motivations for role expansion in the third 

interview. 

Table 3.1 Data Collection Summary 

 

Site Observation 

Hours 

Observation 

Window 

Interviews 

Conducted 

Interview 

Hours 

West High 

School 

14 9/8/2019-

12/1/2019 

18 23 

Coolidge High 

School 

13 11/1/2019-

2/6/2020 

15 20 

Total: 27 
 

33 43 

 

Data Analysis 

 Merriam (1998) notes that data analysis, in qualitative research, “begins with the 

first interview, the first observation, the first document read” (p. 119).  In addition, 

without an ongoing process of data analysis and collection, “One does not know whom to 

interview, what to ask, or where to look next” (p. 123). This approach gives the 

researcher the opportunity to take note of and act upon trends that are emerging within 
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the data being collected.  Since the inception of phenomenology as a research 

methodology, a number of scholars have put forth supporting procedural methods for 

data analysis.  I opted to use Colaizzi’s (1978) method as I found that the process aligned 

with my timeline and my needs as a researcher.  In doing so, the first step asked that I 

read all of the participant interviews.  I did this four times in total per interview.  At the 

completion of transcribing each interview, I would re-read the transcript twice.  Once all 

interviews were transcribed, I read the entire transcript twice as well.  After reading each 

interview, I would highlight statements that I deemed to be significant.  Within the 

context of this study and Colaizzi’s approach, these statements were those that clearly 

illustrated teachers experiencing motivation to expand their roles for students.  From time 

to time, I would cross-reference the statements that I had chosen with my own notes and 

attempts at bracketing.  I did this to ensure that I was not projecting my own expectations 

or experiences on that of my participants.  My initial list included 132 significant 

statements and from that list I produced 34 codes to arrange the statements into initial 

categories.  I then used the process of horizontalization in order to remove repetitive 

codes based on participant statements that had been recurring.  Doing so left me with a 

list of 63 statements and 22 codes.  From this list of codes, I identified six themes that 

were found across all the accounts provided by my participants.  Using my six themes, I 

developed an initial draft of a descriptive statement.  The statement was designed to 

synthesize the themes in an effort to work toward the description of the essence of the 

phenomenon at hand.  I drafted three versions of this statement in the hopes of reducing 

each version to its simplest form.  In between each draft, I shared the statements with 

teachers who did not participate in the study as a form of peer review.  When I had 
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arrived at a statement that felt exhaustive, I shared it with six of the participants.  The 

feedback resonated with each participant and only one asked for further clarification 

relating to the theme of being motivated by the lure of competence.  The final step 

included writing both the textual and structural description of the phenomenon by 

weaving in the six themes that had emerged during the process.  

Trustworthiness  

 A phenomenological approach relies on distinct methods in order to prove that the 

data collected are valid.  As I described earlier, I relied on bracketing throughout the 

process of data collection and analysis in order to understand and remove my own 

perceptions, presumptions, and conclusions from that of my participants.  At various 

junctures during the data collection process, I reached out to participants via email to 

clarify pieces of their statements.  I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t exerting my own 

influence or bias on what they had shared.  I also involved non-participant peers who are 

educators in the process of developing and refining my list of codes.  Doing this process 

with them allowed me to have additional eyes on repetitive codes and participant 

statements.  Finally, I involved some of my participants in the process of providing 

feedback on the exhaustive descriptive statements I generated from their 

statements.  Doing so allowed me to seek validity both through their participation in the 

process as well as in affirming that these statements represented the essence of their lived 

experience.  

   Protection of Human Subjects 

 In accordance with federal regulations and guidelines of Temple University’s 

Institutional Review Board, consent forms were provided to participants in advance of 
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each interview and consent was obtained before beginning.  Participants were 

compensated with 25$ gift cards for their time and participation in the study.  In order to 

protect participants and what they shared, identifiers were used in place of their actual 

names.  Each participant was allowed to suggest an identifier.  If they did not provide one 

I chose the pseudonym for them.  Any instances and anecdotes involving students were 

recorded without identifying information.  Data were stored securely on an encrypted and 

password-protected hard drive at all times.  The researcher was the only one who had 

access to interviews, transcriptions, and datasets used for analysis.  When peers were 

involved in the review of statements and codes, identifiers were not present.   
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

This study investigates what motivates teachers to do more for their students.  It 

also set out to better understand how pre-service motivators influenced the teacher’s 

willingness to expand their roles in the service of students, and how these motivators 

evolved over time.  In doing so, I am interested in teacher-reported possibilities and limits 

of role-expansion as a practice intended to more effectively meet the needs of students.  

The Self Determination Theory (SDT) of Motivation served as a framework to guide the 

methodology of the study and the analysis of the findings below.  Prior to the 

presentation of findings, this chapter includes descriptions of the two sites that employ 

the subjects as well as a profile of each of the subjects who participated in the study.  

This study found that teachers pursue role expansion not only as a way to more 

effectively meet the needs of their students, but also as a means to meet their own basic 

psychological needs of competence, relatedness, and autonomy.  The study also found 

significant variation in the pre-service motivators for and dispositions toward role 

expansion.  Each participant’s identity and formative classroom experiences had a direct 

impact on both initial motivators for role expansion and their subsequent evolution.  

Lastly, the study found that teachers reported role conflict, ambiguity, and strain as being 

limitations of role expansion that impact the sustainability of the practice and also their 

work as teachers. 

Site of the Study: West High School and Coolidge High School 

The Neighborhood.  West High School sits just north of an abandoned stretch of 

commercial real estate.  Efforts to reinvest in and revitalize the neighborhood, mostly 
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through gentrification, are pronounced.  Most notable among them is the Philadelphia 

Housing Authority’s (PHA) Headquarters, which rivals West both in size and the space it 

occupies.  The school lives just five short blocks West of the massive PHA building.  In 

the five blocks leading up to the school, abandoned houses flank well-manicured gardens 

and festive holiday-themed doors.  Empty lots sit next to stretches of street that are 

impossible to find parking on.  A newer public-housing development with single-story 

cream-colored homes surrounds the block just before West.  Many of the students who 

attend West, live in the surrounding area.  In that sense, West is a neighborhood high 

school.  On its street, West stands alone.  An ironic swath of unused space faces the main 

entrance of the school.  A personal garden that appears to be in-progress, and a well-worn 

abandoned brick row home are all that come into view.  

The Schools.  An unintentional mood greets those who enter as the dramatic 

staircase and seemingly endless ceilings take precedence over natural lighting.  Wide, 

straight staircases line drab-grey walls leading up to the second and light-filled floor.  A 

metal detector is positioned as the medium between the door and the second floor.  The 

security guard offers disinterested and yet professional greetings to those who pass.  The 

remainder of West is filled with winding hallways.  Turn after turn leads to new 

hallways.  Rooms are evenly spaced and on a stretch of hallway there are no more than 

four classrooms.  The rooms themselves are accommodating.  Students move about them 

freely, with modular arrangements of tables and chairs.  The walls in each room are far 

more decorated than those in the hallways-- each adorned with a combination of teacher 

and student credos.  The rooms buzz, and the energy of an advisory-based model, in 

which students and staff form intentional connections, is palpable.  At times, it feels a bit 
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mismanaged.  There are pockets of focus-- some students with headphones listening to 

music and dialed in to their work.  Others are social and engaging their peers.  The 

learning model of West High School is designed around personalized and real-world 

learning.  

PARTICIPANTS IN THE STUDY 

 The Staff.  Teachers, or advisors as West calls them, facilitate learning for 

students by catering to the student’s interests and situating that learning out in the real 

world.  For three days each week, that looks like students in school with project-based 

academic offerings.  These classes are mostly adult facilitated, with students being 

participatory in their learning within collaborative peer groups.  While branded as a 

student-driven learning experience, it’s clear that the advisors drive the process forward 

more often than not.  For the remaining two days, students are engaged in an approach to 

learning that emphasizes real world skill development.  Advisors work to invest students 

in their passions and interests before working through a set of skills that will prepare 

them to engage with professionals and internship opportunities.  On these days, a distinct 

energy can be felt in the building.  For some, it is the reticence to engage with a learning 

process that feels non-traditional.  Their outward presentation flags disengagement.  The 

advisors spend most of the day pulling and prodding until the student responds with 

interest-- or doesn’t.  Others leave the school building like someone in the corporate field 

leaving the office to meet with a client.  They walk with an air of entitlement--embodying 

the spirit of ownership for this part of their learning process.  Students on their way to 

internships walk with purpose.  Some stop to see their advisors for a new version of a 

street pass-- the document that affirms their participation in an internship program-- and 
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others reach in backpacks and purses to retrieve their own.  Students freshly arriving 

greet those leaving for internships at 10:30. This is the story of West-- a staff attempting 

to divide and dedicate its energy equal parts to students who are ready and those for 

whom school is not an immediate priority. 

Coolidge High School, like West, occupies a massive structure.  A parking lot 

stretches for what feels like blocks, with row houses surrounding all sides of the 

school.  Neighbors leave their homes, boarding buses and hopping in cars in rhythm with 

students arriving to school.  The entrance to Coolidge feels narrow and dim-- similar to 

that of West.  A long grey table in the entryway directs students to place their bags on a 

tattered conveyor belt.  The security guard waves students through the metal detector 

without glancing at the indicator light.  His wand rests on a separate table behind him.  

Students enter the school with excited and expressive energy.  Many eagerly seek out 

their friends before heading to grab breakfast.  Most students over socialize during this 

time.  The hallways fill up and teachers gradually join the halls to meet them.  Similar to 

West, Coolidge has notable hallway space.  Upon entering the school, one quickly notices 

the dichotomy between recent renovations and original design.  Bright and colorful 

painting on the classroom walls is matched with worn and neutral-colored wall tiles 

underneath.  Most floors are splashed with a modern pattern reserved for innovative 

office buildings and art galleries.  The deep brown door frames and sliding walls provide 

a fitting contrast and paint a picture of a new school in an old space.  Coolidge serves as a 

magnet high school and students come from all corners of the city.  Just two years prior, 

Coolidge was co-located with another school not too far from West. 
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Coolidge boasts many of the elements of practice in its learning model that West 

does.  Students engage in a learning-by-inquiry approach with adults facilitating the 

learning process using predetermined competencies.  Elements of relationship building 

and a real-world focused are spliced in throughout the day-to-day experience.  Rooms 

have a modern feel as it relates to students interacting both with each other and their 

teachers.  Small tables are arranged in pods-- and no two rooms are designed the same.  

Each student has a laptop for personal use-- and many are actively using them both for 

independent work and leisure.  One student bounces between YouTube videos and recites 

the lyrics to the songs without missing a word.  Just next to him is a peer who is 

proofreading a paper with her teacher.  The teacher is seated next to her and sitting back 

in her chair.  She rests her hands on her head and waits for the student to offer a next step.  

It’s clear that the student is working through her thoughts.  She gives a half smile and 

then a slight laugh-- which her teacher gives back.  Before too long, she asks for a few 

more minutes while she works on the opening of the paragraph.  The teacher playfully 

asks if she’s sure before pushing up on her knees and slowly standing.  Before the student 

can say yes, she has moved on to another student and is seated beside them.  While the 

spaces feel different, the learning process feels more traditional than at West.  Students 

move from class to class in a predictable flow.  There are clear procedures in place within 

each class and students tend to operate within the expectations set forth by the teacher.  

While the posters on the wall and writing on the board emphasize calls into focus the 

school’s hallmarks, it doesn’t jump off the page in the classroom.  And maybe that’s the 

point.  Learning is happening and students and staff are engaged in the process together. 

 



59 
 

Participant Profiles 

 The following is representative of the demographic profiles of participants in this 

study.  What follows below are short vignettes that capture data from observations of 

each participant’s practice. 

TABLE 4.1 Background characteristics of study participants (N=11).   

         Name                  School        Years of Experience           Race                     Age  

Assata West 8 Black 37 

Deon West 9 Black 41 

Shawn West 7 Mixed Race 52 

Beverly West 11 White 34 

Lydia West 9 White 32 

Calvin West 5 White 28 

John Coolidge 2 White 44 

Bob Coolidge 4 White 61 

Shannon Coolidge 19 White 40 

Jenny Coolidge 6 White 42 

Bree Coolidge 14 Black 37 

 

 



60 
 

Assata 

Assata is a 37-year-old black teacher at West High School.  At the time of this 

study she has eight years of teaching experience.  Smoke wafts through the air offending 

the nostrils and sensitivities of students new to Assata’s classroom.  Most are used to the 

purifying ritual of lighting sage as one of many strategies their teacher uses to ground the 

classroom.  With her hair wrapped in a bright floral-colored hair wrap, Assata buzzes 

around her classroom with intention.  She matches the energy of her students-- both in 

their greetings and where they are lacking.  When students retreat, Assata meets them and 

gets close.  Her room is adorned with reinforcements of her commitment to social justice 

and liberation through education.  Norms for classroom expectations include a 

commitment to avoid things like colorism, ableism, and sexism.  As students begin in 

circle to start the day, Assata sits rooted.  She encourages the group of nine to bring the 

circle tighter and begins to model a breathing rhythm that she asks students to echo.  

Students close their eyes and indulge in the experience.  They seem at home with Assata 

and with each other. 

Deon 

Deon is a 41-year-old black teacher At West High School.  At the time of this 

study he has nine years of teaching experience.  There’s little regard for the volume or 

content of the music coming out of Deon’s speakers.  One of his students sits hovered 

over the computer screen at his desk.  Deon peers over his shoulder as he arranges 

compositions of beats in GarageBand.  “That jawn hot” -- one of the many affirmations 

Deon offers to students to start the day.  He bounces between tables giving out pounds 

and special handshakes to students attentive enough to receive them.  At five foot seven, 



61 
 

Deon relies on gusto and a seemingly endless motor to command the room.  The mood is 

light in Deon’s advisory-- but in individual check-ins with students, he is preparing them 

for the day.  “We about that work life”, one student jokes, as Deon attempts to express 

concern over his lack of attendance.  This is one of a few phrases that students parrot 

back to Deon as he tries to instill a culture of commitment to progress.  He operates with 

an air of consistent concern for his young people and their well-being in and out of 

school.  While it seems overbearing in the moment, students are responsive to it.  They 

know he cares.  Deon pauses his conversation with a student to answer his phone.  “Alise.  

Where you at?  School starts at 8:30!”.  A concerned student chimes in to ask why she’s 

late.  “Dropping her son off.  I need you to get her back on schedule.  Her routine is the 

same each day”.  The young woman nods as if to say, “I got you”. 

Beverly 

Beverly is a 34-year-old white teacher at West.  At the time of this study she has 

eleven years of teaching experience.  Beverly is soft-spoken and flashes big smiles.  She 

starts the morning behind her desk and gives sincere greetings to each student who comes 

in.  Procedures are clear and integral to Beverly’s room.  It’s decorated with a mixture of 

student-work, motivational posters, and splashes of Beverly’s personal life.  The walls 

are painted with bright pastels which match Beverly’s affect with her students.  Like 

clockwork, students come in and check the whiteboard.  A journal prompt asks them to 

consider how fear impacts their daily life.  As students settle in, Beverly begins to set up 

chairs in a circle in the back of the room.  She leans in to check on a student with his head 

down on the desk.  When her doesn’t respond, she kneels down and places her hand on 

his back.  Her demeanor shifts as the student turns, slightly, and talks slightly above a 
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whisper.  Beverly leaves the classroom, briefly, and returns with granola bars and a 

colleague.  She has listed the support of one of the school’s counselors, who summons 

the student to his office.  “Ok y’all!  Let’s circle up”.  Students respond, almost in unison, 

and move toward the back of the room to join her. 

Lydia 

Lydia is a 32-year-old white teacher at West High School.   At the time of this 

study she has nine years of teaching experience.  Lydia’s ID, affixed to a West lanyard, 

bounces and bounces and bounces.  On the third bounce, it nearly hits her face.  She takes 

a moment, stops, and laughs at herself.  Lydia is on a mission and her pace and path 

through the halls of West tell that tale.  She covers more ground in two minutes than most 

would in ten.  “Ms. Nina… can I see Jamar briefly?”.  Each student she summons out to 

the hall, no matter the classroom that she’s visiting, spring up to see her.  And for each 

interaction, she brings a familial and distinctly personal tone.  Lydia is making her rounds 

to check in on the students on her caseload for the day.  “I don’t know if they need this, 

really.  Do they want it though?  Absolutely”.  The halls are empty--save for Lydia who 

continues from door to door. 

Calvin 

Calvin is a 28-year-old white teacher at West High School.  At the time of this 

study he has five years of teaching experience.  A group of students soaked from head to 

toe pose in bathing suits by a small body of water.  “That’s our new thing— the photo of 

the week.  Josh… do you want to explain what it’s all about?”.  The student starts to 

explain and then trails off.  Calvin attempts to coach him back to it before realizing that it 

just wasn’t meant to be.  He gives a soft laugh with equal parts disappointment and 
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understanding.  “So, since I’m so bad at decorating the space, we’re trying to be 

consistent with certain community builders.  This one was from our trip to the 

Wissahickon last week.  Each student can submit a photo and then we vote”.  Things 

make sense in Calvin’s advisory.  There is an air of interconnectedness among both the 

parts and the people.  “Zaza, can you catch Jerry up to speed on what we’re doing right 

now?”.  Without skipping a beat, Jerry leans in while Zaza assumes what seems to be a 

role that she is not only familiar with but appreciates playing.  As the group pauses their 

written reflection and picks up chairs to assemble a circle, Calvin quietly whispers, 

“Thank you for your leadership” to Zaza. 

John 

John is a 44-year-old white teacher at Coolidge High School.  At the time of this 

study he has two years of teaching experience.  John’s classroom runs like a well-oiled 

machine.  There are things to be done and most importantly a lesson to be taught.  The 

layout of the space reflects how he wants it to operate.  Procedures for borrowing a pencil 

are posted right next to instructions for accessing the snack cupboard.  “You can feed 

your belly if you’re willing to feed your mind”.  Each moment is filled with clear and 

concise directions until students are responsible for repeating them back to 

him.  Suddenly, there is quiet.  Students have their heads focused toward paper with 

pencils and pens scribbling frantically.  John remains at the front of the classroom just 

slightly off to the side.  His eyes are precise in their tracking, looking for the exact degree 

to which he asked students to carry out his task.  As students finish, John makes eye 

contact with each of them.  He shuffles over to each desk, places a hand on the corner, 

and whispers an additional set of directions to each student.  Two students enter the 
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room, ten minutes late, and talking loudly.  A simple glance forces the hand of one of the 

young men over his mouth.  He makes an “OOOP” sound as if to indicate he knows he 

messed up.  John doesn’t flinch.  He maintains his gaze and conversation with the student 

in front of him.  The students scurry to their seats and begin working. 

Bob 

Bob is a 61-year-old white teacher at Coolidge High School.  At the time of this 

study he has four years of teaching experience.  “Mister Bob, Mister Bob, Mister Bob”.  

As he weaves through desks to collect papers before class is over, a young woman vies 

for his attention in the back.  She assumes he doesn’t hear him because he doesn’t break 

his focus on what he’s doing.  Before long, he reaches her desk.  Bob raises his head to 

flash a gentle smile.  “Yes, Ms. Wilkins?”.  She lowers her voice from an attention-

grabbing shout to a, well, attention-grabbing whisper.  Each word draws him in closer.  “I 

need to talk to you after class”.  With a sincere nod and an extended stare, Bob knows 

he’s needed.  The interaction seems to change his demeanor completely.  There are 10 

minutes left in class, and yet Bob’s energy and attention remain in the 

moment.  “MISTER.  Are we done?”.  Bob misses the first time.  “MISTER!  Is this jawn 

over?”.  Bob catches the sentence before it trails off, glancing up at the clock and offers a 

“hang tight for a few you guys”.  Before too much longer and after plopping the stack of 

papers on his desk he asks, “How about we write down something that was important to 

us today.  Something you learned”.  Few students shuffle to get paper from their 

notebooks.  Others look to see if their friends will do the same.  The majority of the room 

sits still.  The young man in front of me leans over and slaps the back of his friend’s 

neck.  “YOOOOO!”.  “What we supposed to be doing again, man?”.  The bell rings.  
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Bobs attention goes straight to Ms. Wilkins.  Students funnel out of the classroom as just 

the two remain. 

Shannon 

Shannon is a 40-year-old white teacher at Coolidge High School.  At the time of 

this study she has nineteen years of teaching experience.  Mood lighting and tapestries fill 

the entryway of Shannon’s classroom.  It’s hard to tell that she is the teacher in the 

room.  Shannon blends in and her ability to do so is seamless.  She sits with students.  As 

they use charcoal to sketch self-portraits, Shannon models for the group.  She doesn’t do 

it with verbal directives or visuals.  She does it through interaction.  “Ohhhhh I like that, 

Marcus.  I used a similar technique when I shaded my face.  Nice one, Marquita.  I’m 

stealing ideas from you for my eyebrows”.  Shannon moves through the group like an 

interested and supportive peer.  As she does so, students take notice.  Shannon transitions 

to her desk for a moment and scrolls through her phone to change the song.  “Miss… play 

my playlist!”.  Students are now comparing their work and complimenting each 

other.  “YES!  This is my jam!”.  Shannon smiles, pushes her glasses up the bridge of her 

nose and excitedly offers, “Mine too”.  “Shannon… how is this your job?  Like I could 

do this all day long.  I just love this class”.  Shannon continues to float through the room-

-pretending not to hear the same student who made the music request.  She is one with 

them— and they are one with her. 

Jenny 

Jenny is a 42-year-old white teacher at Coolidge High School.  At the time of this 

study she has six years of teaching experience.  “Miss you gotta stop drawlin”.  Jenny 

stands and blocks access to the door.  A stomp on the floor followed by “Come on!  Let 
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me out!” doesn’t faze her.  Jenny crosses her arms and without raising her voice explains, 

“I’m going to stay here until we figure this out together.  Today was completely unlike 

you and I want to know how I can help you”.  “Missssssssss!”.  The student, with 

shoulders now drawn backward, retreats to a desk.  She plops her backpack down on the 

floor.  Throwing her head down on top of her arms she yells into the desk, “Fine!  But I 

just want to go home”.  Her voice quivers and tears begin to stream down her face.  Jenny 

wastes no time in offering comfort.  She wraps her arms around the student.  Gently and 

gradually she lifts her out of the seat.  The student rests her head in Jenny’s chest.  Her 

tears have turned to loud sobs.  “Miss I just want it to stop!  Like why is this shit so 

hard?  Why does it keep happening to me?”  Jenny is without words.  She simply 

reinforces her grip and draws the student even closer. 

Bree 

Bree is a 37-year-old black teacher at Coolidge High School.  At the time of this 

study she has fourteen years of teaching experience.  “I hope everyone had a wonderful 

weekend.  It’s time to get back to work!”.  Bree’s welcome is full of warmth and smiles 

abound.  Students look eager to be in the room.  There’s no evidence of particularly 

social energy as all eyes are on Bree.  Her tone quickly changes.  “I need us all to get our 

essays out now”.  It’s clear that she means business.  As students respond, in rhythm, to 

the cadence of her request, Bree continues, “I was disappointed with our effort on 

Friday.  And remember, if we are to finish our research drafts by Thanksgiving, we’re 

going to have to pick up the pace”.  Bree positions herself in the back of the room.  The 

walls are adorned with accomplishments.  On one side and closest to her desk are Bree’s 

high school and college degrees along with pictures from each ceremony.  On the other 
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are what appear to be her most prized student work.  Some of the pieces are neatly 

framed.  Others have small placards next to them with descriptions.  She allows an 

extended pause to fill the air.  Students have turned to look back at her.  Her command of 

the room and the attention of the students is palpable.  “Like I always say, Ms. Jenkins 

just didn’t become great overnight.  We become great when we are disciplined and 

consistent in our efforts”.  Without even a nod, there is a sense of acceptance and 

agreement in the eyes of the students.  “Now let’s get to the work”. 

Teaching as Relational Work  

They know who cares and who's good. Who the phonies are and who they can 

trust. My family had a place down the Jersey Shore and so every summer, I like to 

walk, and we'll be walking and all the sudden I hear people call my name. My 

wife says that is the greatest compliment. She said the fact that they recognize you 

and shake your hand.  During the Summer no less!  And she makes such a big 

deal out of it.  But I just tell her… this is my job.  And this is what they need.  

And my goodness, the connections and relationships fill me up, too!  (Bob 

7/14/2019) 

 

At a broad level and consistent across the findings of this study was the influence of 

connections and relatedness in motivating teachers to do more for their students.  Within 

the Self Determination Theory of Motivation, relatedness is described as, “the basic 

psychological need to feel connected with others, to love and to feel loved, and to care 

and feel cared for” (Guay et. al, 2019 p. 216).  Scholars posit that caring relationships 

between teachers and students have the potential to both influence and drive intrinsic 

motivation (Roussel, Elliot, and Feltman, 2011).  To this point, the majority of research 

has focused specifically on how relatedness impacts intrinsic motivation for students-- 

and particularly in the domain of achievement at the elementary and middle school 

levels.  Most recently, Guay et. al, found that a teacher’s relatedness with Kindergarten 

students was a predictor for the student’s intrinsic motivation for reading.  Additional 
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studies have identified the impact of teacher relatedness on student motivation in the 

form of goal setting, orientation to achievement and classroom performance, and 

willingness to pursue autonomous learning.  While studies on teacher-student relatedness 

consider the role of both parties in the process, less attention has been given to describing 

the motivational outcomes, personally and professionally, for teachers.  This is not 

specific to relatedness within SDT as gaps exist across the domains of competence and 

autonomy as well.  Despite the gap in the literature, attempts will be made to establish 

connections between what exists and the findings that are detailed below.  The findings 

specific to this section illustrate layers of nuance within the way that connections and 

relationships inspire teachers to do more for students.  The following sections will 

examine these layers and the supporting evidence more deeply. 

Preservice Attitudes Toward Connections and Relatedness 

Care has often been used as a complementary concept to connections and 

relatedness when examining the work of teachers (Cohn and Kottkamp, 1993; Hargreaves 

and Tucker, 1991; Weinstein 1990).  Weinstein (1998) uses it as an entry point to 

understand the ways that preservice teachers perceive its utility in the classrooms and 

specifically in relation to achieving order.  Her findings indicate that prior to entering the 

classroom, the majority of preservice teachers considered care, connections, and 

relationship-building to be distinctly separate from their responsibilities as a 

teacher.  While her participants indicated that they would like to know their students and 

to foster a sense of closeness with them, they did not subscribe to the idea that caring for 

students and establishing connections with them was an explicit responsibility of the 

teacher.  Weinstein (1998) calls for a broader understanding of care and connections as it 
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relates to teacher action.  In discussing her findings, Weinstein laments the adjustment 

period that new teachers often experience as a result of their inability to conceptualize 

care and connection as being inclusive aspects of good teaching.  She points to more 

intentional pre-service preparation on the part of teacher-educators to help bring the value 

of deliberate teacher-student connections into focus.  Jenny describes her own transition 

into the classroom as a career-changer trying to make sense of the extent to which she 

should bring herself in sharing: 

It’s funny because I came to teaching knowing that I'm just normally one of those 

people who can kind of compartmentalize things.  I could be Ms. Hansen the 

teacher and that was it.  They didn’t have to know about me, my family, or 

anything beyond who I was as a teacher.  I think that was the corporate in me.  It 

took me a good five years before I realized that I was miserable as a teacher 

because the kids were so distant.  We were distant.  They didn’t want to know me 

because I had closed myself off.  And all the while I thought not only was it 

inappropriate to bring the personal side in but it wouldn’t matter to my teaching.  I 

quickly realized that students are much more open to learning from you when 

they know you.  (Jenny 8/1/2019)  

 

Embedded in Jenny’s reflections is the idea that motivators for action are influenced and 

can change over time.  She acknowledges that her previous career in a corporate 

environment had directly impacted her perceptions of care and connection prior to 

entering the classroom.  Those same experiences had also informed her initial approaches 

to teaching.  Beverly’s experience is similar and reinforces the role that work 

environments can play in shaping motivators for action.  She also highlights the 

contradiction between pre-service preparation guidance and that of school-specific focus.  

She recalls: 

And so I did kind of change my thinking through classes about education and like 

classroom management classroom focus and really enjoyed the student-centered 

idea. And I think that was actually education psychology. That was really like, oh 

cool like you can make students kind of be their own teachers. And oh, cool you 

can get to know your students and have those relationships strengthen the work 
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that you do with them.  But at my previous school and and somewhat of my 

understanding of education was that you don't share your whole self with your 

students. You have to be kind and loving but they shouldn't know everything 

about you.  And then there’s that whole adage about not smiling until 

Thanksgiving.  And people take that seriously!   But I actually really think I'm a 

better teacher when I can be my authentic self and share like well, this is what I 

care about.  My students have gravitated toward that. (Beverly 10/4/2019) 

 

Beverly’s experience reinforces Pintrich’s (2003) notion that motivation is both 

conscious and unconscious.  In other words, teachers can operate with clarity about what 

motivates them and act accordingly and they can also be driven to action by motivations 

that are grounded in implicit attitudes, values, and beliefs.  Also present is the idea that 

the lived experience in the classroom and the student response to teacher practice can 

help to influence specific motivations and subsequent actions.  Both reflections point to a 

willingness to evolve in order to be more effective as a teacher.  Pintrich traces the 

impact of experience, and specifically as it relates to teacher perceptions of competence 

and familiarity with tasks, on the evolution of motivation over time. Jenny and Beverly, 

through their evolution and eventual willingness to be more personable and to connect 

with students more deeply, highlight their identification and abandonment of what wasn’t 

working.  Arguably the most important part of that process, and an integral part of this 

study, is their willingness to act differently and in what they perceive to be in better 

service of their students. 

Connections as an Inspiration for Role Expansion 

During interviews with participants, a number of origin stories surfaced that 

pointed to the primary source of their willingness to do more for students.  Within the 

domain of developing connections with students, a few participants spoke about the 

impact of the relationship in dictating the roles that they occupied.  For instance, Lydia, 
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in speaking about her first teaching assignment in North Philadelphia talked about what 

motivated her to help parents find appropriate high schools for their children.  She said: 

Well it wasn’t exactly in my job description.  I just… I just loved being 

everything for those kids and their families.  Part of my role was doing 

therapeutic follow-up in their homes and you begin to see things from both 

sides.  Like I see what teachers mean when they say some parents are crazy and I 

see why parents have to be crazy for their kids.  When I got to know these 

families, I found that they were clueless about the high school process and how to 

advocate for the needs of their child and their IEP.  So I started to go to all these 

interviews at schools with parents and ask what their services were, what they 

could offer students with more intensive needs, where they were limited.  And I 

partnered with parents to find the best fit.  Once I got to know them and felt their 

sense of helplessness, I had to do something-- and it helped more students in the 

long run anyway so I didn’t mind.  (Lydia 8/18/2019) 

 

Lydia’s reflections suggest that role expansion and the motivation to do more for students 

can be traced back to the nature of the student-teacher relationship.  The extant research 

on student-teacher relationships (STRs) has grown steadily with specific emphasis more 

recently placed on reciprocity between the two parties.  For Stanton-Salazar (2011), the 

actions inspired by the relationships that Lydia built with students and their families 

represents a specific form of social capital.  In his view, Lydia and other teachers’ 

willingness to help students navigate and gain, “access to vital resources” positions them 

as institutional agents (p. 1067).  Other reflections focus more specifically on the 

additional and responsive roles that teachers take on to help students navigate their 

everyday school-based experiences.  In thinking back to getting to know a student as a 

writer, Bob shared: 

There was a girl in Summer school who kept telling me she couldn’t write 

well.  But everything that I read from her was spot on and so much more 

thoughtful than her peers.  You could tell it was coming from the heart and she 

took the assignments seriously.  Her words showed me a quiet girl who lacked 

confidence who could shine with the right opportunity.  So I recruited her for 

student government.  I told her that I shared her writing with my wife because I 

was so proud of it.  And you know what?  She cried and told me no one had ever 
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done something like that for her.  And today she’s a leader in our student 

government and a totally different student.  Sometimes I think we forget to do the 

small stuff for our students.  The things they need to be better.  (Bob 8/3/2019) 

 

With added emphasis on the impact of student-teacher relationships on the daily work of 

the teacher, a specific focus has been placed on how teachers provide social-emotional 

support and guidance to their students.  Butler (2007) examines this in more depth and 

hypothesizes that teachers who strive to develop relationships of trust and care with their 

students are more likely to provide social-emotional support to students.  She used this 

hypothesis and her subsequent findings to call for the classification of relational goals as 

distinct within both classroom goal structures and more broadly within the domain of 

teacher motivation.  Butler found that teacher motivations to develop relationships with 

students were strong predictors of providing responsive social-emotional support to 

them.  Deon reinforces Butler’s findings and emphasizes a personal propensity to tend to 

the social-emotional needs of students he is connected to.  In referencing what makes him 

successful as an urban educator he shared: 

Part of getting to know my advisory is seeing and accepting all the ugly with the 

good.  I see it like an iceberg.  We only see the loud and demonstrative when they 

hurt.  But deep down is the layers.  I like to work with the layers to show them 

that their anger and pain is part of life.  They trust me to de-escalate them when 

they’re wildin’ because A. they know I care and B. I don’t overreact…If I didn’t 

take the time to invest in them, I’d just be another body in the room they ignore 

while they tearing shit down and flipping out.  (Deon 7/18/2019) 

 

Connections as a Basic Psychological Need for Teachers 

Before transitioning to the next section, it’s worth discussing the inherent value 

afforded to teachers in the relational work being done by them.  To this point, the focus 

has been on relational work and specifically teachers building relationships with students 

as a necessary student-facing component of the learning experience.  The attention now 
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turns to taking a closer look at the impact of connectedness and student-teacher 

relationships on teacher motivation.  A few participants made specific mention of the role 

that connections with students plays in driving their work forward.  Deon makes mention 

of this and remarks: 

The more I work with my youngins the further the lure of my name spreads.  That 

feels good, man.  When students who are new to the school request you because 

they heard their brother, sister, cousin refer to you as “dad” and hear that you look 

out.  That fills me up.  That’s the benefit of being on their level for me.  

Especially with how hard the work is.  (Deon 9/4/2019)   

 

Deon’s reflections point to a self-negotiated reciprocal give-and-take between himself 

and the work.  At once Deon can acknowledge the difficulty of meeting students at their 

level of need, but he also makes clear that the impact of his efforts serves as a motivating 

factor to do more for them.  He expounds on the relationship between the perceived 

impact and how it affects his work sharing: 

Some students only have so much trust left in the system.  So my M.O. is to go 

above and beyond so they have no question in their minds that I care.  They need 

that and I need that to restore faith in the system.  And so I’ll drop off homework 

for my students on pregnancy leave or offer to take their clothes to the 

laundromat.  It’s nice to get those shoutouts on Father’s Day from students who 

saw what you did for them and felt it on a deeper level.  So that’s why I do what I 

do, man.  (Deon 9/4/2019) 

  

While Deon’s reflections emphasize impact by way of teacher-initiated action, others 

point to efforts made by students once the relationship was formed.  Jenny reflects on 

gradually opening up in her interactions with students.  After missing a few days from 

work for three weeks in a row, students grew concerned.  She recalls: 

When I came back, my students were visibly upset that I hadn’t been there.  I 

never knew that my presence meant that much to them.  I apologized and shared 

that my college-aged son had been in the hospital with life-threatening pneumonia 

and was now in recovery.  Their responses shocked me.  One of my students 

immediately started talking about how it almost took his grandmother’s life.  You 

could see that he was genuinely afraid for me.  Many of them reacted with more 
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empathy than some of my close friends.  For the rest of the year students in that 

class would ask how my son was doing.  Their response and especially their 

empathy pushed me to share more of who I was with them.  Part of it was selfish 

as well.  I realized that they were affording me a support system that I didn’t 

know that I had.  My students unexpectedly became a source of talk therapy and 

an outlet to share my human feelings. With boundaries of course.  But just 

knowing that they listened, cared, and could relate made my time with them feel 

so much more meaningful.  (Jenny 9/6/2019) 

 

Jenny, like Deon, finds the impact of relatedness with her students to be a grounding 

force.  Frenzel (2012) identifies a sizable gap in the literature related to the impact of 

teacher-student relationships on teacher motivation.  In a general sense, she points to the 

notion that the management of poor relationships between teachers and students 

contribute to a decrease in workplace engagement and can lead to burnout over time.  The 

findings from her study indicated as much and specifically found that even in the absence 

of positive teacher relationships with their colleagues, where positive relationships 

between teacher and student were present, emotional exhaustion in the workplace was 

significantly reduced for the teacher (p. 162).  The reflections from Jenny and Deon 

coupled with Franzel’s findings bring into focus the symbiotic nature of the impact of 

teacher-student relationships.  In one sense, and as it relates to role expansion, teachers 

pursue connections and build relationships with students because of the benefits it poses 

to the learning experience.  On the other hand, the reflections from teachers in this study 

also point to relational work as an additional and worthwhile layer to pursue.  For 

teachers, these relationships help to satisfy a basic psychological need, and over time 

hold promise for reducing the impact of the daily stress and emotional burnout of the 

day-to-day work. 

 

 



75 
 

Role Expansion as Good Teaching 

A notable trend that emerged in the interview data was the connection that 

teachers made between doing more in service of their students and what they defined as 

good teaching.  Calvin reflects back on what was modeled for him by his favorite teacher.  

He shared: 

In a lot of ways, I credit him with inspiring me to wanting to be in education 

because, he like, maybe it was the way he listened to us and engaged us in deep 

conversation.  Just the way he curated dialogue in the classroom.  It was the first 

time I took my ideas seriously but also had them challenged.  So, I think that was 

like, you know, I enjoyed that and saw my own growth in that.  And no one else 

was teaching like that. (Calvin 10/4/19) 

 

Calvin’s memories of the impact and subsequent inspiration to teach provided a 

framework for him to understand and later commit to how he would operate as an 

educator.  He makes the connection between this inspiration and his philosophy and 

approach clearer sharing: 

I thought about all the teachers who lectured for 50 minutes and how their content 

was good but the experience didn’t change me as a person.  Then there was this 

completely different experience where I learned the content and also much more 

deeply about myself in relation to the content.  It was liberatory in that sense.  

And so I started to see education as holding the power to liberate minds and 

people as a result of this teacher.  Because of that experience and really as I was 

going through my student-teaching experience, I thought critically about what 

was possible in my classroom...like what could a good education really 

accomplish?  (Calvin 9/9/2019) 

 

Calvin’s recollections emphasize the forming of a professional identity.  He begins to 

make mention of a theory of change for education and what makes a teacher 

effective.  Assata’s memories of growing up in the Bronx and having an array of 

educational experiences provide a similar perspective.  She remembers:  

When I think about what it meant to have my needs met as a child and as a 

student, I can’t help but think of these early and incredibly formative experiences 

at the Boys and Girls Club.  Whether in Summer or afterschool programs, the 
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facilitators always stressed and made time for community and for group 

dynamics.  Especially when I think of afterschool, the community focus put me in 

a place where I felt more comfortable and learned more than in my classrooms 

during the day.  So while most people, I’m sure, considered our Boys and Girls 

Club facilitators as volunteers or counselors, they were my first real examples of 

what exceptional teachers looked like.  They made me excited about learning 

because it was grounded in community and collaboration...and I just wasn’t 

getting that during the day.  (Assata 7/10/2019) 

 

Assata’s reflections reinforce the idea that for some teachers, the practice of role 

expansion is learned through having it modeled and by experiencing the impact.  In other 

words, Assata and Calvin were not only the benefactors of their teachers doing more for 

them, they also found meaning in the practice.  This not only motivated them to 

incorporate an expanded role-set into their teaching, but it also had a direct impact on 

how they defined what good teaching should look like.  While Assata and Calvin 

experienced the impact directly through their teachers, other participants were inspired 

and learned from the examples of people close to them.  Deon, for example, recalls being 

a witness to his mother’s impact as a teacher and the role that it played in helping him to 

define what good teaching looked like.  He shared: 

I try to keep my mom’s legacy alive in my classroom.  It felt like everything in 

our house was the co-op life.  I used to just think that’s what moms did-- like 

wash everyone’s clothes or cook meals for any and everyone’s kids.  My mom 

was that person.  There would be these random kids in the house that she would 

bring home after school.  She took care of other people’s kids.  And again… I just 

thought it was the norm.  Come to find out from my older sisters that my mom 

thought it was her calling as a teacher to provide for her students who were less 

fortunate.  Clean clothes, meals, babysitting, always quick with the advice for 

students who were going through it.  So many of her students came to her funeral 

and talked about how her small gestures changed their lives.  I’m thankful that I 

had that example up close and personal.  It’s hard for me to imagine any other 

approach to my teaching because she showed me that education could really 

change lives.  Just being there for kids and giving them what they need.  For me, 

that’s a part of my teaching that is necessary and will never change.  (Deon 

9/4/2019) 
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The above reflections align with Beijaard’s (2000) belief that identity formation for pre-

service teachers is an iterative process in which the prospective teacher negotiates not 

only who they will be but also what they will do.  The process, for Beijaard, is equal parts 

personal and professional with formative schooling experiences weighing heavily in the 

process of individuals forming their identities and role-sets as teachers.  Pre-service 

preparation has an influence in the process as well. With the majority of pre-service 

preparation programs emphasizing more traditional pedagogical practices, participants 

pointed to the meaning-making embedded in the process of becoming a teacher.  As 

prospective and beginning teachers are exposed both to the pedagogical frameworks that 

inform what teaching looks like as well as their formative experiences in the classroom, 

they take inventory of practices that are effective.  Part of this process, according to 

participants, includes comparing these practices against their individual personalities, 

skill-set, and philosophies about teaching.  Stated differently, eventual teacher actions 

emerge as a byproduct of individual introspection about what works in the form of best 

practices, what’s actually working for the teacher and meeting the needs of the students, 

and what aligns with personal philosophies about good teaching.  The following section 

will explore those individual philosophies, specifically relating to competence, more 

closely. 

Role Expansion as a Means to Professional Competence 

Another significant finding that emerged as a motivation for role expansion was 

the pursuit of feeling professionally competent.  For the majority of participants, these 

feelings were inspired by pre-existing definitions of what it means to be a competent 

teacher.  Shared across the responses was the notion that student success and achievement 
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was a strong indicator of a teacher’s competence.  Before addressing those findings 

directly, it’s necessary to first discuss two less prominent albeit still important findings 

related to role expansion in pursuit of professional competence.  The first sentiment 

shared by three participants is the idea that doing more for students was a way to conceal 

certain perceived professional inadequacies.  Lydia made this clear when she said: 

I think it's probably developed because like I'm really not that strong of a content 

teacher. So I figured I have to be better at the other stuff. Like I'm definitely 

stronger at management and relationship building like, you know, making a safe 

space and all of that kind of stuff. I feel like I'm so much stronger than I am as a 

content teacher and I hate grading stuff and I hate planning lessons. I'm not that 

person. So I think that that's why I go above and beyond so often.  I love just like 

making connections with teenagers, but I also feel like I don't cross that line either 

in terms of like, you know getting too close. I think that's kind of how that 

happened. I'm not like I love science so much. I'm here to teach you guys science 

and you're going to learn, but I don't really care about any of that stuff. I'd rather 

see kids really connecting with each other and building community in a setting 

and I just really live for that.  (Lydia 9/23/2019) 

 

Lydia’s reflections reinforce aspects of Butler’s (2007) goal orientations for teaching and 

more broadly with Nicholls’s (1989) task versus ego goals.  Both frameworks relied on 

teacher-reported motivations to determine their reasons for goal setting in the classroom.  

An integral component within Butler’s framework is ability.  Among Butler’s findings 

was the idea that teachers create classroom goals that emphasize their strengths while 

masking their deficiencies.  She refers to these as ability-avoidance goals.  Lydia’s 

orientation and preference for community and relational building in favor of instruction is 

an example of ability-avoidance goal setting.  Collectively, the findings point to teachers 

taking a holistic view of what it means to be a competent teacher.  In other words, while 

Lydia’s proclivity for the aspects of the role that accentuate her strengths are aligned to 

ability-avoidance goals, it doesn’t tell the whole story.  For Lydia, and for other teachers 

in this study, a broader view of what good teaching looks like allows for ability-
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avoidance goals to take root.  Jenny provides a similar perspective on ability-avoidance 

goals while describing her first two years of teaching.  She remarks: 

I came from a family of educators and ironically I initially went private sector.  I 

was a teaching fellow and imagine like most new teachers who come to teaching 

through an alternative route was struggling mightily to start my first year.  It was 

humbling because this was the first time that I had struggled professionally.  And 

yet, all I wanted to do was to be good at something.  Not just for my own sanity 

but really so that my students could be successful.  It was after that first 

Thanksgiving when everyone had story upon story of how engaging their unit 

was, how they had just written letters of recommendation for future Rhodes 

Scholars… you know like everyone in my family had these incredible stories of 

success and here I am like drowning.  So I went back to my school determined to 

do things differently.  And I started small.  I showed up to football games.  I 

brought in snacks, I held raffles for consistent homework completion.  Before 

long, students were like ‘okay maybe this lady gets us’.  And that was really the 

start of my own sort of feeling good about my professional abilities as a teacher.  I 

look back on that and I think had I never decided to worry less about my actual 

teaching abilities and focus more on the things I was actually good at...I can say 

confidently that I wouldn’t be in teaching right now.  (Jenny 8/1/2019) 

 

Jenny’s experience, like Lydia’s, emphasizes the importance of teachers feeling confident 

in their abilities.  Embedded in both of these reflections is the commitment to an increase 

in role expansion amidst pronounced instructional deficiencies.  Butler’s framework 

provides utility here as it informs the reasoning behind Jenny and Lydia’s actions as 

teachers.  In search of feelings of professional competence, these teachers focused on 

practices and responsibilities that were beyond the realm of their day-to-day 

roles.  Shawn provides an account that is similar to those given by Lydia and Jenny.  He 

shared: 

I started a STEAM club as a way to reinvent myself.  I had been teaching for 10 

years, had some school leadership experience under my belt, and I just didn’t feel 

like I was making an impact.  I knew my content like the back of my hand but my 

students lives weren’t changing as a result.  So I thought you know what Shawn?  

Maybe we need to bring this out of the classroom in order for students to feel the 

impact.  I thought my science experiments in the classroom were engaging and 

exciting for students. The truth of it was that they weren’t talking about what we 

were doing after they left my room.  So when I launched the robotics club, I 
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aimed to change that.  I wanted the kids to love it.  I wanted them to go home and 

brag about what they had done.  And if I’m being honest, I wanted them to brag 

about me!  The energy and excitement around the club sustained me.  I felt like 

that young teacher again.  The teacher who was confident in his practices.  And a 

big part of that was the feedback that students were giving me about the 

experience and also about how much I knew about what they were learning.  They 

were impressed and that made me feel really good.  (Shawn 8/21/2019) 

 

Within the framework of Goal Orientation Theory, these three seemingly similar 

responses can be taken differently.  The unifying factor between the three is a desire for 

each teacher to pursue and experience feelings of success.  The way that they pursue that 

success varies just slightly.  A.J. Elliott (1999) distinguished between two orientations for 

motivation when addressing teacher performance goals: approach and 

avoidance.  Approach references performance goals designed to bring a teacher closer 

toward a desired outcome.  As it relates to achievement, performance-approach accounts 

for goal-oriented behavior that is driven by a desire to be viewed as competent.  Shawn’s 

example presents this most clearly.  In his reflections he admits to being motivated by the 

prospect of having his students to not only be excited about the content and the 

experience, but also to be satisfied with him as their instructor.  Elliott and his colleagues 

would classify Shawn’s behavior as being driven by performance-approach motivation.  

For Lydia and Jenny, there is evidence to suggest that their motivations are slightly 

different.  Both make mention of the need to spend less attention and time in areas where 

they are not as competent.  By doing so, they are creating goals and subsequent actions 

that would place them further from unfavorable judgments about their competence.  This 

type of motivation orientation is referred to as performance-avoidance.  Returning to a 

focus on role expansion, these findings represent the first examples within this study of 

teachers expanding their roles in order to meet their own personal and professional 
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needs.  Competence provides an interesting frame to understand these specific 

motivations as well as what stimulates and sustains them.  Within Self-Determination 

Theory of Motivation (SDT), Deci and Ryan (1985) constructed Cognitive Evaluation 

Theory (CET) as a sub-theory to explore the necessary conditions that inspire intrinsic 

motivation.  The most notable connection to the findings presented here is the role that 

competence serves in facilitating intrinsic motivation.  Deci and Ryan suggested that, 

among other external stimuli, feedback that inspires feelings of competence for specific 

actions creates conditions in which intrinsic motivation can thrive.  This is especially 

evident in Lydia and Shawn’s reflections--specifically in comments like, “ok maybe this 

lady gets us” and, “I felt like...the teacher who was confident in his practices.  And a big 

part of that was the feedback that students were giving me”. 

Participants perceived their competence as ultimately rooted in student 

achievement and success.  Within the focus of understanding motivations for role 

expansion, teachers shared that they were motivated to do more for students in order to 

create conditions for them to be successful.  In framing his motivation for his willingness 

to go above and beyond what he’s asked to do, Bob remarked: 

Because I would hope that someone would have done the same for my kids.  And 

I got lucky-- my daughter is successful and working in China.... my middle guy is 

a doctor.  So if they can be successful having a Dad who came from a single 

family home--my father was killed in prison--I expect that my students can be just 

as successful.  They're looking to be the best they can be and I think most parents 

want their kids to be better than they were… to have better experiences than they 

had.  So I had to realize that as their teacher, I have the power to do whatever I 

can to help them achieve that.  (Bob 9/2/2019) 

 

Bob’s focus on his individual efforts to help students be successful was not unique.  Only 

one participant referenced collective efforts when speaking about motivations for role 

expansion.  With regard to Self-Determination Theory of Motivation, Deci and Ryan 
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(2000) noted that in addition to being dependent on feelings of competence, a sense of 

autonomy in action is also integral in order for intrinsic motivation to thrive.  John 

provides more context on motivations to expand his role autonomous of and in 

partnership with other stakeholders.  He mentioned: 

My students have a lot of needs and they are pronounced.  I guess I’ve seen 

opportunities to step up and provide more for them where I can.  I’ve also gotten 

really good at drawing boundaries.  For example, sometimes I’ll tutor my students 

in other subjects, find them food if they’re hungry, give them a ride to school if 

they don’t have car fare.  These are all things that I can do on my own to help my 

students be successful.  What I can’t do, though, is be a counselor for my students 

or provide them with housing resources.  In those cases, yes I want to do all that I 

can to help them to be successful, and I’ve learned that the best thing to do is to 

refer them to the expert in those areas.  (John 7/18/2019).   

 

In addition to emphasizing the importance of autonomous action, John’s points begin to 

address a layer of role expansion that was prevalent in the data.  While wanting students 

to succeed remained a prominent motivator across participants, it is first necessary to 

address barrier removal as a complementary motivating factor.  Lydia’s work with 

students and their families provides useful context.  She shared: 

Coming from a Special Education background, I’m so focused on what the barrier 

or obstacle is to your success before I even think about any unit or lesson 

plan.  That’s when the kids would say ‘you’re doing the most, miss’ because I’ll 

go to extreme lengths to make sure that you’re even ready to learn.  When I taught 

middle school, I helped families to find the right high schools for their students.  I 

logged so many hours after school and on weekends meeting with families, 

guidance counselors, going on school visits.  And I’m so glad that I did.  You 

know how daunting that process is?  And especially for parents who don’t speak 

English or can’t advocate for their child’s IEP?  I know I’ve done my job when 

my kids reach out from their new schools to say they love it or that they made 

honor roll.  Would most teachers do that?  Probably not...but I know I’ve done my 

part when students are setup for success.  (Lydia 10/3/2019) 

 

This notion of being setup for success as an initial step in working toward achievement 

for students is intriguing.  With role expansion in mind, the removal of barriers to a 
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student’s success, and especially outside the realm of pedagogy, was a recurring 

theme.  Deon shares his approach.  He recalled,  

I have this one cat a semester away from graduation.  Mom moved to Buffalo to 

deal with family issues.  This is a 20-year-old manchild.  He’s nowhere near ready 

to be on his own and yet at the drop of a hat he’s having to provide for and sustain 

himself.  Halfway into the semester and he stops showing up.  So I pull up on him 

when he’s posted on the corner.  Hop out and get right to it like ‘where you been 

at?’.  He hits me with the ‘Deon I’m not coming to school with these dirty ass 

clothes.  People take for granted the things that keep our students from school 

man.  This cat is months away from a make or break moment.  You better believe 

I’m not letting this keep him from school.  I gave him a few bucks each week to 

wash my car, picked him up in the morning to go to school, and kept him fed-- 

and boy he likes to eat!  But getting to see him cross that stage with a diploma?  It 

was all worth it.  (Deon 9/4/2019) 

 

Shawn reinforced the notion that role expansion to remove barriers often extends beyond 

the school walls.  He explained: 

I’ve had many positive, collaborative interactions with families.  In my 

experience, sometimes family situations were the obstacle that kept kids from 

school or from focusing more seriously on it.  You’d be surprised how some 

students get calls to pick up their brother or sister from daycare and then leave at 

1 or 2 o’clock daily.  The most heartbreaking example I can think of was a student 

whose extended family of aunts, uncles, cousins were all living in a 2-bedroom 

apartment.   Thirteen people and two beds.  Can you imagine?  What made it 

worse is that when my student turned 18, his mother told him there was no longer 

any room for him.  No warning.  He showed up to school that day with a duffel 

bag and all of his belongings.  I noticed he was off--head down, not a whole lot of 

interaction-- and he eventually pulled me to the side after class and just sobbed.  I 

spent a good half hour in disbelief trying to figure out what I could even do.  Long 

and short of it, I drove him over to Covenant House when school let out and he 

was able to enter their Rites of Passage program and secure housing through 

that.  I wouldn’t expect anyone to do what I did.  Our jobs are hard enough as it is.  

For some people, that’s crossing clear boundaries.  I just couldn’t live with myself 

knowing that this kid was living on the streets at 18.  I can’t begin to teach if you 

don’t have a place to lay your head at night.  (Shawn 9/19/2019) 

 

Lydia, Deon, and Shawn’s motivations for role expansion, and particularly in 

these circumstances, reflect the continuum of motivation as laid out in Self Determination 

Theory.  The continuum spans from amotivation, or lacking motivation, through intrinsic 
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motivation.  Each of these instances of role expansion are examples of being driven to 

action as a result of intrinsic motivation.  It is, however, worth clarifying that these 

instances of role expansion might be perceived as being extrinsically motivated.  

Internalization plays an integral role in this process.  For Deci (2005), internalization can 

be defined as, “people taking in values, attitudes, or regulatory structures, such that the 

external regulation of a behavior is transformed into an internal regulation and thus no 

longer requires the presence of an external contingency” (p. 26).  Given that these actions 

are linked to employment, it is worth considering the role that external motivators could 

play.  With regard to internalization, it is especially pertinent to consider the impact of 

job performance, evaluation, and security on role expansion.  There is room to wonder 

how organizational mantras promoting excellence with no excuses and success at all 

costs are internalized by teachers.  To the extent that these mantras become congruent 

with the teacher’s values, beliefs, and interests, role expansion could be viewed as a 

byproduct of extrinsic motivation.  To further the point, Deci argues that the individual’s 

perceived locus of causality (PLOC) serves as a tipping point in determining whether 

behavior is intrinsic or extrinsically motivated.  In the case of intrinsic motivation, the 

individual feels that the actions and behavior are not only aligned to their interests and 

values but are also self-determined.  An extrinsic PLOC is indicative of the behavior 

being inspired and coerced by external factors.  Deci cautions that the line between 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation can be blurred, especially when integrated regulation is 

involved.  Deci describes integrated regulation as extrinsic and the most significant form 

of internalization.  It has strong ties to intrinsic motivation because: 

People have a full sense that the behavior is an integral part of who they are, that 

it emanates from their sense of self and is thus self-determined.  (p. 335) 
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Deci provides the example of the nursing profession.  He argues that in nursing, 

integrated regulation manifests with nurses being participatory in tasks that are not 

interesting because their shared values of patient comfort and care ground the work.  So 

while these two types of autonomous motivation have strong similarities, Deci identifies 

the distinguishing factor between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation as being interested in 

the behavior as opposed to being invested simply for personal pursuits respectively.  The 

anchor to intrinsic motivation in Lydia, Deon, and Shawn’s examples is the connection 

between interest and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs-- specifically through 

relatedness and competence.  In each of these examples, foundational elements of 

relatedness and competence exist.  An existing connection with a student coupled with a 

desire to be a good teacher motivated each individual to expand their role in order to 

remove barriers to success.   

While the examples above focus on teachers doing more for students to address 

external obstacles, there were a number of responses that pointed to teachers doing the 

same inside the school.  Beverly provides an example, and advocates for a humanist 

approach in removing barriers to success.  She recalled: 

One of the most in your face obstacles is drugs.  Like some of my students love to 

smoke weed.  I don’t think this is unique to their generation but teenagers seem to 

have a real dependence on it.  So it shows...they can be unmotivated, lazy even, 

irritable, and some have a constant obsession with weed.  I’ve witnessed honor 

roll students as Sophomores start smoking and they just stop coming to 

school.  Or if they come to school, their work habits change drastically.  Other 

teachers might say ‘well I’ve got to focus on my content and I don’t have time to 

address this’, but I really try to put myself in the counseling role.  Sidenote… I 

don’t know how to be a counselor and would definitely like training on 

it.  Anywho...I feel like I can help young people more effectively if I'm being my 

authentic self. And if I'm sharing real life experiences that I've had...you know, 

you're in this counseling role you want people to feel like they can be honest and 
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open and share and then you also want to give them like real help about the actual 

situation.  (Beverly 8/3/2019) 

 

Here, Beverly makes specific mention of assuming the role of counselor in order to work 

to mitigate barriers to success for students.  The theme of wanting to see students be 

successful continues here and is a clear motivation for teachers committing to do more 

than has been prescribed to them.  This example is especially interesting because it 

illuminates aspects of role theory that hold relevance.  To be more specific, Somech 

(2016) defines organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) as, “performance that supports 

the social and psychological environments in which task performance takes place” (p. 

426).  He qualifies this concept in simpler terms as “all behaviors that extend beyond 

formal teaching duties” (p. 426).  As it was mentioned previously, it could be argued that 

Beverly’s willingness to assume a counseling role was indicative of a compulsion to 

comply with organizational citizenship behavior.  To that end and against a backdrop of 

Self Determination Theory, her counseling of students could be contested as being 

motivated extrinsically.  Later in the interview, she remarks: 

I think a lot of times the things that teachers do aren't explicitly asked from the 

school. They might be expected. But I don’t think they're communicated 

outright.  (Beverly 8/3/2019) 

 

In some ways, this reads as an admission of role expansion aligned with organizational 

citizenship behavior.  Woven into Beverly’s responses, though, are references to wanting 

to provide support for students.  Beverly qualifying her intended help as real warrants 

further discussion.  In her view, the type of support that she would be able to provide 

solely within her teacher self would not be an ideal solution.  Beverly’s words subtly 

suggest a tension between her primary responsibilities as a content teacher and her 

commitment to removing barriers to student success.  The need to assume the role of a 
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counselor in order to provide real help communicates what role theorists refer to as role 

ambiguity.  Somech notes that role ambiguity occurs when the demands of the job are 

unclear or when the work environment fails to provide enough clarity and support about 

the role and how to enact it.  In Beverly’s example, there are two layers of role ambiguity 

at play.  The first is evident in her offering of other teacher’s perspectives.  More 

specifically, the need to prioritize teaching content over competing issues surfaced 

ambiguity about the role that teachers are expected to enact in situations like the one 

Beverly presented.  Barrier removal, then, seems to be an interesting entry point when 

considering role ambiguity as it requires consideration of how far and how much teachers 

are expected to do in order to create conditions for success for their students.  The second 

layer of role ambiguity is clear in Beverly’s admission that she doesn’t actually know 

how to perform her role as a counselor.  While working in the best interest of her 

students, Beverly committed to what she assumed was the needed role to remove a 

specific obstacle to success for a student.  Somech notes that the tension experienced 

between the desire to teach and the need to address a real barrier to achievement by way 

of counseling, produced role conflict.  Instances in which a teacher finds one role to be 

competing with another are examples of role conflict.  Somech posits that role conflict 

arises most often when the primary role competes with organizational citizenship 

behavior.  In the context of role expansion as a means to remove barriers to student 

success, role conflict is an important consideration.                

Kate Phillippo (2010) investigated role expansion through the lens of teachers 

providing socio-emotional support to students that they teach.  Her primary focus was on 
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how teachers “navigate the demands of their complex roles” (p. 2286).  Her findings are 

especially pertinent to this section as she notes:  

Not a single participant suggested that teachers...should assume the role of school-

based mental health professionals; in fact, many expressed concern that the 

expansion of their roles might signal a dumping of mental health responsibilities 

on them.  Still, a fair number of participants complemented their schools’ ability 

to identify and respond to student social and emotional matters that arose in the 

classroom context.  These individuals often said that advising increased their job 

satisfaction and commitment to students, and claimed that their ability to teach 

their students well relied upon their well-rounded knowledge of them.  (p. 2286) 

 

Phillippo’s findings highlight some of the underlying motivations for role expansion 

echoed in responses from participants.  Once again, a tension-- a contradiction even-- 

exists in what teachers enact and what they are comfortable with.  In one sense, the 

findings of Phillippo’s study suggest that teachers are uncomfortable assuming roles that 

require them to counsel and advise students.  At the same time, they also value the 

opportunity to counsel students and appreciate the different access to their pupils that it 

affords them.  These findings, alongside Beverly's account, reinforce the factor that 

student success plays in motivating teachers to practice role expansion.  In both accounts, 

it was made clear that despite the conflict presented to teachers facing competing roles 

and priorities, they still opted to do more to serve students and especially to address 

barriers to their learning.  Assata offers insight to tie these perspectives together.  She 

contextualized the unique challenges of being an urban teacher and reflected: 

Your school building is a very thin bubble that you're in that there's like, you 

know, there's so much out of the locus of your control.  And that's also out of the 

control of young people and yet it comes in daily, right? And so what that means 

is that you have to be really collectively attuned to what's outside that bubble and 

be clear on how it's how it's affecting people differently and assume that their 

conflict is going to come up. And so getting comfortable with that and getting 

comfortable with this idea that you can grow in conflict. (Assata 9/24/2019) 
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Assata’s view of her role in relation to the academic and non-academic needs of the 

students provides space for a transition.  To this point, the findings have primarily 

addressed student-facing motivations for teachers opting to practice role expansion.  The 

next section will explore teacher-facing motivations for wanting to do more in service of 

their students. 

In Pursuit of Purpose 

 Each participant, and even those beyond the reach of this study, has values and 

commitments that they embody through practice.  For some, these are ingrained and 

come from life experiences--particularly formative educational experiences.  For others, 

they come about through the identification of and pursuit of a purpose.  This section 

pivots into a consideration of how a teacher’s self-identified calling serves as motivation 

for role expansion in service of students.  At the outset and in acknowledging Self 

Determination Theory for Motivation as the theoretical anchor of this study, it is 

important to situate the embodiment of one’s perceived purpose as autonomous 

action.  Within the framework itself, Deci and Ryan are clear that individuals are 

motivated by conditions and environments that support their autonomy.  The focus of this 

section will be to illuminate perspectives from participants that reflect the pursuit of their 

calling as a motivator for role expansion.  Bree identifies the exact moment when she 

knew that teaching was for her and the impact that it has on her chosen role 

enactment.  She recalled: 

I was in 11th grade and horrible at Math.  Apparently everyone else in the room 

was just as confused as I was.  We were learning about parabolas at the time and 

my teacher, sensing we were all lost, took a shoestring and explained ‘this is also 

a parabola’.  In that moment, Math clicked like it never had before.  He moved on 

to another topic and all of a sudden the world of Math had opened and I was 

following along and understanding everything.  The class was lost again and I 
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asked him if I could go to the board to break it down for my peers.  After doing 

so, he pulled me to the side and said, ‘I could never have done that in that way 

and I’ve been doing this for years.  You have to be a teacher!’.  I know people say 

callings come from a higher being or whatever but mine came from my 11th 

grade Math teacher.  When he said it, I just felt the power in his words and that 

truly became my heart’s desire.  The interesting thing about it all is that Mr. Kane 

wasn’t some amazing teacher in terms of content delivery.  There was a reason 

everyone was confused all the time.  What he modeled in that shoestring example 

really helped me to develop my own attitude of leave no child behind.  Too soon?  

Ok maybe more like an approach of try try try until everyone is understanding.  I 

am now that teacher.  I will pull out all of the analogies, symbols, games, 1:1 

attention, small group work, peer collaboration-- whatever it takes to make sure 

that you understand the concept.  Mr. Kane not only helped me to find my calling 

but he also showed me that teaching is not just about dumping knowledge into the 

heads of young people-- it’s about going the extra mile however you have to do it 

to make sure that they understand.  (Bree 7/28/2019) 

 

Bree’s recollections indicate a desire to act in ways that are reflective of what grounded 

her in her calling.  She specifically mentions the importance of doing more, 

instructionally, to ensure that each student understands the content.   Bob offers a similar 

perspective of being pushed toward a calling.  He remembered: 

When my kids were little their friends would come over and I would be the one 

doing homework and I would be the one helping them.  I didn’t see anything 

special but my wife said, ‘You should go on ahead and be a teacher’.  She told me 

that I had a way with kids and just understanding what we would call the whole 

child approach.   To me, it’s just listening, getting to know young people and 

making sure that they feel cared for.  I don’t think it’s all that special but 

apparently it’s not happening everywhere.  Fifteen years later I got into teaching 

and that was that.  When you talk about doing more, I just see it as doing what 

needs to be done.  I will say that my wife’s thoughts about what was effective in 

the grand scheme still sit with me.  If she didn’t tell me that those things were 

effective, I would’ve been in the dark.  I attribute anything I do that is above and 

beyond what I’m asked to do to my wife.  That remains a very big part of who I 

am as a teacher.  (Bob 9/2/2019) 

 

Similar to Bree, Bob found his inspiration to become a teacher from someone who 

witnessed what they were good at.  What’s more important, though, is that they found an 

identity in their practices and an affinity for role expansion that was based on their initial 

purpose or calling.  For some participants, this commitment to a pursuit of purpose 
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extended beyond that of natural talent or inclination for good practice.  For some, the 

motivation to do more for students came from an aspect of their identity.  Shannon made 

mention of how her identity became a driving force for the way that she operated as a 

classroom teacher.  She said:  

So I’m out.  I’m actually a gay woman to my students.  I’m very comfortable and 

open in sharing who I am with my students.  I used to be pretty closed off and 

especially when I was in Boston.  What changed was seeing my student struggle 

to come into their own.  And not just in terms of their sexuality but in terms of 

just living as teenagers.  This is hard for them!  So my work is motivated by how I 

live my life.  I tell my students that I care more about their human selves than 

about them as students.  Over time I think they begin to see the connection there.   

I don't really look at this as a career that’s just about teaching like kids content. I 

also believe that like it's really about you know getting our kids to be their best 

selves and I think that there are so many so many barriers and so much shit that 

they have to like deal with on a given basis. If I can be of service if I can 

somehow make their lives better and that could be just a meaningful connection 

or figuring out how to get them to get out of their own way... I think often times 

that's what it is.  It's like you can create this safe place especially through English 

it's a little bit easier because we can go deep into our writing and it could be a 

platform for students to be like observers of their own lives. So I guess like I 

believe in contributing to human beings, you know and empowering others as 

much as I can versus just teaching content. I'm glad you mastered this.  I'm glad 

I'm using my identity to help you find your own through content. If I end up with 

a bunch of students that don't believe in themselves, but can write paragraphs, I 

don't know that I've done a good job.  (Shannon 7/16/2019) 

 

Shannon’s approach to fusing instruction with positive identity development would be 

classified as autonomous motivation for teaching within SDT.  It can be broadly defined 

as what inspires teacher actions that demonstrate not only willingness to engage in an 

activity but also interest based on personal values.  The opposite end of the continuum is 

controlled motivation, which can be defined as what inspires actions that are focused on 

compliance and meeting obligations.   Pressure and the need to perform are among the 

common descriptors of controlled motivation.  Conversely, those who are autonomously 

motivated understand the inherent value in what they are doing in relation to what matters 
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to them.  Because of that, they are able to make choices about how to engage with and 

enact certain roles.  There’s also a sense of freedom, flexibility and trust to be found in 

environments where autonomous motivation exists.  Much of the literature focused on the 

necessary conditions for leaders to create in order for their school communities to be 

autonomous supportive.  Additionally, theorists point to a trickle-down effect when done 

right; autonomous motivation for teaching can create the conditions for students to 

experience autonomous motivation for learning.  In many ways, Shannon’s example 

reflects this.  In beginning with her identity and the commitment to live as her authentic 

self, Shannon makes clear what matters to her.  She understands that her charge is to 

teach students how to write.  What’s also clear for her is that developing her students and 

providing a nurturing environment for them to form positive self-identities is paramount.  

Writing serves as the conduit for that work to happen.  In terms of role expansion, 

Shannon intentionally enacts this humanistic role that is in tune with the socio-emotional 

development needs of her students while also embodying the role of writing instructor.  

It’s important to note here that the continuum demands that teachers respond to and 

prioritize various sources of motivation.  In this example, Shannon is responsible for 

answering the demands of what her job responsibilities entail.  While the end product of 

having strong writers doesn’t drive her work completely, it still contributes motivation 

for her to act in specific ways.  In her reflections, she makes clear that her primary 

interest is in creating space for students to grow into themselves.  This example provides 

a glimpse into the negotiation of role expansion and specifically for intrinsic motivations.  

Assata provides another look into how teachers who practice role expansion navigate 

when to pursue autonomously motivated actions and where the balance lies with 
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controlled motivation.  She begins with examining her own journey and how it impacted 

her identity as an educator and shared: 

My mental health and me trying to work through and manage it started as an 

intellectual project. So in graduate school, I just did a lot of like reading papers on 

mental health and I think getting into therapy was helpful as well. I lost a few 

people to suicide and then I think that was a big wake-up call for me that said like 

as I'm educating myself if I want to do this, right? I have to make a commitment 

that I want to be here. Right? I want to, yes I want to live and I don't want to just 

survive either--I can't be the kind of teacher who just survives. If I'm not honest 

about that or committed to that in a real way then that’s who I’d become-- the 

teacher who just survives. To be quite honest that has been such a foundational 

piece that I think drives the restorative work in my classrooms.  But it really 

started with being honest.  Honest enough to admit that I don't always want to be 

here or think I'm supposed to be here and if I don't get a handle on that and if I'm 

not intentional about that then none of this restorative work can get done with the 

youth.  (Assata 9/24/2019) 

 

Assata traces the roots of her desire to teach in ways that reflect restorative practice to a 

personal commitment to sustain her own mental health needs.  She goes into more depth 

about how this manifests in her classroom practice. She explained: 

I see a lot of our young people because of either past childhood trauma or school-

based trauma come in with a lot of anxiety around being around a lot of new 

people, really being being challenged in some cases by their own depression or no 

confidence or lack of self-esteem.  Especially self-esteem around some of the 

academics. Or students will come in, you know self-identified as someone who 

has an anger management problem, and moving on like almost over identifying 

with a psychiatric diagnosis that they had been given as a child and kind of 

acceptance. So I try to equip them with the coping tools to see how those things 

may not be a complete barrier to your learning but helping them to see and want 

some coaching and mentoring around that. Even when they say they don't want 

the support,  like ‘I'm good I've never been in a peace circle but you know, I’m 

good that’s not for me’. I know deep down they want to be social with each other 

but there's also a lot of layers. So I think that there's an unspoken need for help in 

unraveling some of those layers that prevent them from engaging with their true 

self.  And when we peel back the layers over time my students tend to be 

compassionate and generous, giving and forgiving, you know, and resilient. I 

can’t help but recognize the parallels to my own fight for mental health.  Without 

someone affirming me and helping me to understand that my deteriorating mental 

health didn’t define me, I don’t think I would be teaching.  So I mirror that for the 

students I teach.  I ask myself what it will take, in terms of my practices, to help 
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them peel back the layers.  I see myself in them and my own journey to healing is 

inextricably linked to theirs.  (Assata 9/24/2019) 

 

Assata takes it one step further to describe the symbiotic nature of her work with 

students.  She shared: 

I think going back to that mental health piece it’s critical to get really really clear 

on what your own mental health needs are, what your own triggers are, what your 

own safety plan needs to be.  Thinking through what are the things that are going 

to allow you to be sustained in this work as it gets really hard, right?  I build out 

my practices in response to that question.  That appreciation circle has dual 

purpose both to uplift the young people and to uplift the fruits of my work.  It’s an 

affirmation not only that what I’m aiming to do works, but also an affirmation of 

my practice as well.  The same thing when we journal and I get to bear witness to 

the evolution of the young people and seeing them find stability and security in 

themselves.  Again, that functions in an academic sense but also in a way that fills 

my tank.  You have to do more for yourself as you do so for students especially as 

you're trying to process that fight that happened or as you're processing that lesson 

plan that bombed that you just knew was going to be great. Or as you are just 

processing things that don't feel good to hear or listen to and being really vigilant, 

you know of what hardens you and being really vigilant to what creates 

tenderness for you as an individual first.  And also I think when you do that, then 

you're able to develop the eyes and ears for how you can show up for others and 

how you can connect and build support around that.  Whether it's just a 

conversation that you have after the school day or something deliberately 

therapeutic you provide for young people, if you see it first in yourself, it will be 

easier to provide for others.  (Assata 9/24/2019) 

 

Assata’s account only reinforces Deci and Ryan’s (2000) belief that achieving at 

optimal levels is dependent on having three basic psychological needs met.  In this 

particular example, relatedness and competence are the most pronounced.  The 

motivation to be competent is made clear in the feedback Assata receives on the impact 

she makes on students in their journal reflections and during her appreciation circles.  She 

goes as far to say that these affirmations help to fill her tank.  The desire for relatedness is 

made clear in Assata’s acknowledgment that she sees herself in her students.  The 

admission makes her commitment clear in that Assata is motivated to help her students 

find their own sense of well-being as it also helps her to create her own.  While SDT is 
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most relevant here, others might argue that Self-Worth Theory (SWT) of Achievement 

Motivation.  Martin Covington and R.G. Berry (1976) were primarily concerned with 

student motivation in the development of their theory.  They theorized that an 

individual’s ability to be successful were directly dependent on their perception of 

self.  Taking this one step further, Covington and Berry contend that an individual’s 

perception of self is built on ability, effort, and performance.  While the theoretical 

concepts here are not as applicable as those in SDT, one could objectively make 

connections between Assata’s example and Self-Worth Theory of Achievement 

Motivation.  What’s most apparent in analyzing Assata’s account is her own embodiment 

of certain aspects of SWT.  Most notably, she understands that her students are coming to 

her with low pre-existing levels of performance and perceived ability.  When Assata 

speaks about peeling back the layers, it appears to be an attempt to help her students to 

develop new and improved perceptions of themselves.  That, coupled with Assata’s 

desire to build on her own sense of self-worth through the growth and evolution of her 

students, would make connections to SWT plausible.   

In staying with examples of role expansion as a response to identity and 

specifically where teachers see themselves in their students, Deon offers perspective on 

his formative educational experiences.  He explained: 

I was a great student when I was pushed but there were a lot of things that were 

happening during high school that kind of changed my approach to 

learning.  Middle school was great.  It was intimate, the teachers knew you well, 

and it just felt like a community conducive to learning.   When I went to high 

school, it was way bigger and I got kind of lost in the mix.  I needed those check-

ins with multiple adults a lot of the time just like the majority of my students 

probably need.  I eventually found my way thanks to a few key and caring 

mentors at Central who guided me on my path.  College was another rude 

awakening.  I started off at Temple and got lost there faster than I did at Central.  

Eventually, I dropped out because I just couldn’t find my tribe.  I needed that 
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same sort of mentorship that I received, informally, at Central.  Without it, I was 

just going with the wind.  I think the next period of my life is what makes me so 

in-tune with the kids because I was out on the corners-- in the streets.  I went from 

not belonging or feeling like I didn’t belong in school at Temple to looking for 

my tribe in my hood and on the streets.  In some ways, I found that sense of 

belonging that I think our students crave when they’re out there, but I also had 

oldheads who thankfully saw more in me.  They knew that I had been successful 

in high school and had been to college and they were quick to chide me for trying 

to be something that I wasn’t-- they knew I wasn’t built for that life.  While they 

weren’t the sole reason for me going back to school, they were one of the forces 

that inspired it.  My goal in working with these youth is to be that annoying 

oldhead, the bug in your ear like, ‘Yo this ain’t for you.  You can be so much 

more than this street stuff’.  Had those cats not been on my top, I don’t know that 

I would have landed at Claflin University and subsequently a teacher.  Getting to 

a much more nurturing community-oriented university is what I needed.  I need to 

be known and for people to be checking up on me.  I keep that same mindset with 

my students and particularly those on the margins.  I try to remember that as I 

work with them.  (Deon 10/14/2019) 

 

Deon’s example, like that of Assata’s, highlights the role that personal and formative 

experiences have played in helping to solidify his commitment and approach to role 

expansion.  Deon’s experience is further anchored by a desire to belong.  He draws clear 

connections between the influence of belonging in both his successful experiences in 

school as well as in times where he struggled.  Both accounts reflect a deeply personal 

investment that informs what day-to-day practices look like.  An undercurrent of this 

analysis is undoubtedly the role of identity in the initial and ongoing construction of 

one’s perception of self as a teacher.  While the focus of this study is on teacher 

motivations, it is important to briefly consider how identity impacts the development of 

specific motivations.  James Paul Gee’s (2000) identity theory is relevant here as he 

defines identity as, “The kind of person one is recognized as being at a given time and 

place” (p. 99).  One of the strongest components of identity, for Gee, is D/discourse.  It is 

denoted this way to reflect the distinction that Gee made between discourse as language-

in-use, and Discourse as the sum total of beliefs, ways of beings, interacting, value 
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systems, that are embodied as part of group membership.  Taken together, D/discourse 

has a marked impact on how language is used in society.  This is applicable to the 

workplace and especially to teaching as it not only informs how teachers are perceived, 

but also the tension between how they are viewed and their identity.  Janet Alsup (2006) 

used Gee’s identity theory in studying the pre-service experiences of teachers.  She 

specifically focused on their evolving Discourses that they brought to pre-service training 

and eventually to their student teaching placements.  She was especially concerned with 

how Discourse interacted with each teacher’s identity and subsequent practice.  Her 

findings indicated that pre-service preparation was an influential part of participants 

navigating their identities as teachers.  She stressed that too often, pre-service teacher 

training can encourage teachers to adopt constricting identities that are limited to very 

specific definitions of good teaching practice.  The complicating factor for Alsup is that 

this process can thwart the development of complex teacher identities.  Alsup 

acknowledges that teacher preparation programs, by and large, do not create the 

necessary conditions for teachers to effectively merge their Discourses with budding 

teacher identities.  Doing so, she argues, would allow teachers to more effectively 

navigate tensions between their personal and professional identities.  For teachers that 

have the ability to do this well, Alsup found that they not only embody their personal 

ideals more readily in the classroom, but they are also more likely to use those ideals to 

inform their broader classroom goals.  In many ways, this is a critical first step to 

promote and sustain role expansion. 
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Shannon uses a personal experience to provide insight into how her identity informs 

practice-- and specifically how it motivates her to attend to the identity development of 

her students.  In reflection, she shared: 

One thing that I'm really working on our last like five years is getting my students 

to see that they're the ones that are creating meaning out of anything that they are 

interpreting. So one thing that I think shifted for me in my life has been this idea 

that like we create stories. So my mom is an alcoholic.   When I was 12, she she 

attempted suicide.  And so what I did at 12 years old was I created meaning that I 

was not enough for her.  Now I'm the one that created that story.  My mom didn't 

tell me that and my mom doesn't believe that, but I created that meaning from 

something that happened.  When you can get really clear about the fact that like 

we are the creators of the stories we tell ourselves, there's so much power. There's 

so much power in that and then you realize I just have to choose not to make it 

mean something. So I really stress that with my kids. Like it's how I kind of get 

them to take a step back when they're in such a passionate like, you know, if 

they're like angry with me.  I train them to see that certain things trigger me, but 

when you make everything mean something about you then you don't really get 

anywhere in life. And so I think that's something that I think is so imperative in 

my teaching our kids is that like we are the meaning makers of our lives, and you 

get to control what means something and what that says about who you are.  

(Shannon 8/14/2019) 

 

Before diving deeper into the analysis, Beverly provides a similar example and especially 

as it relates to Discourse and identity.  She explained: 

I would have a really hard time going back to basic Fargo and teaching. I think I 

wouldn't really like it. I feel much more connected with people who haven't 

had...and I know I'm making some assumptions about people but like haven't had 

it easy and haven't had things given to them. I think I connect more with people 

who have had to struggle through some things and some of that is like personal 

things.  For myself, even, having some challenges because I'm Type 1 diabetic.  I 

also feel like some of my life I'm like, ‘oh, they're like things don't come easily all 

the time’.  There's a struggle that is daily life. And I love that it makes this more 

urgent and with the challenges that people in urban areas have like life is real and 

hard and that's where I want to be as a teacher in the middle of it all. So I’m like 

let’s figure this out as people who are challenged together.  My motivation for 

being a teacher is because I want to be in this challenging setting where people 

have a ton of problems, but some people really just want to teach.  They just want 

to read a story and teach how to find the plot and those things.  And so when 

they're asked to interact with families in this way, they say no I don't do that. 

That's not my job. But yeah, I feel like both are needed. So I don't know if there's 

more teachers similar to my perspective or more teachers who I would just want 
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to teach their subjects.  But I think we need to find people and especially high 

schools in high poverty areas with a population that experiences a lot of 

oppression. I think we need more people who want to push it even more to help 

with the array of needs that I see.  (Beverly 10/4/2019)  

 

Both examples presented here trace elements of the teacher’s identity and practice 

directly to the lived experience of students.  In Shannon’s example, an impactful 

experience in her formative years motivated her to work toward creating the necessary 

conditions to develop the mindsets and positive identities of her students.  Beverly sought 

to align her own struggles with diabetes with the unique day-to-day struggles of her 

students and their families.  That shared sense of struggle and having to pursue 

unconventional means to success is what motivated Beverly not only to serve students 

with special needs, but also to broaden her practices to include counseling within her 

teaching.  The examples highlighted above reflect individual teacher motivations to 

practice role expansion as a way to fulfill a purpose or a calling.  In each of these 

examples, there was a core aspect of the teacher’s identity or formative lived experience 

that proved to be a significant motivator for doing more to serve their students.  While 

these examples have examined motivation at a local level, the next section investigates 

role expansion as a means to engage in the repair and rebuilding of society at-large.  

For the Greater Good 

Considering, once again, the role of pre-service experiences in the development of 

a mindset that is committed to role expansion, Calvin recalls his own experience of 

navigating what mattered to him as a new educator.  He shared: 

My senior year of undergrad when I was studying business and philosophy but 

knew I didn't want to go into like corporate America.  And was trying to think of 

what kind of work I felt was meaningful and like aligned with my passions.  This 

is also I think a time where I was learning more about who I was and there's a lot 

of like self-reflection happening. I was starting to I mean, I've been questioning a 
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lot of what I had learned growing up, but I was also starting to be introduced to 

radical thinkers, you know around some like critical issues around race around 

class at the time.  I was also feeling some sense of like I want to be and I feel like 

it's important for me to be part of something that is healing.  I think you know I 

was having that kind of doing some of that exploration internally with the 

influence of other thinkers and also friends and family and then thought back to 

that educator who I was talking about from high school my teacher who had been 

an influence on my thinking and self-perception and that in a lot of ways was 

really important work for me having sort of self-realization.  And I think the 

language I would use now is it started a trajectory or a journey of liberation for 

myself.  And  I guess yes, it seemed like education could do that and as a teacher I 

could have that influence. I was excited about that potential for what education 

could be and then reading folks like bell hooks made me see how like that that 

kind of journey of liberation for myself is tied to a more collective liberation and 

healing.  And I started to realize that education could be a powerful space for that 

to kind of manifest. So I was excited about that, and that I could participate in 

something so much bigger and important than my immediate within my chosen 

profession.  That was really alluring to me and continues to be what informs a lot 

of what I do.  (Calvin 9/9/2019) 

 

Assata echoes Calvin’s aspiration to pursue the liberation of self and others through his 

practice.  She explained: 

So Lansky says ‘we have to deal with the world as it is and as it should be’ and I 

think that sentiment, you know, really just allowed me to learn so much about 

being a facilitator through like popular education and political education 

education or literature. That kind of focus on how do we not just accept things as 

they are but be in a position to try to be interrupters?  So in my view it's to see 

that it’s not just a history class. I can do more, right? There's like there's reach 

there’s so much more reach, you know particularly when you start thinking about 

like education outside of school, which is where I was for a long time.  I also 

know a lot of educators outside of school that do this work because they care for 

the liberation of of marginalized communities and I think I sit at that intersection 

of like I want us to all be free and I see school as this place where we can practice 

freedom and where we can help young people develop some of the skills and 

consciousness and mindsets to to crave that and to see that as their divine right 

right to see themselves as a part of a really long legacy of people who have who 

have survived and thrived with that craving for liberation.   (Assata 8/15/2019) 

 

Assata uses the word reach to reflect part of her motivation to do more for 

students.  Embedded in her reflections is the idea that there is the opportunity for the 

liberation of marginalized communities.  She also makes clear that liberation can’t be 
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possible if, as teachers, the goal is to stick with what’s traditional.  Using her history class 

as an example, she provides additional clarity.  She shared: 

Which is why we focus so heavily on rights, on civic engagement, and on the 

school-to-prison pipeline.  That first assignment when they have to do the school 

report card is by no means intended to demean their previous schools.  It’s 

designed to give them context to see the material conditions that keep struggling 

schools struggling.  From there, we look at how that keeps whole communities of 

people struggling and ultimately how their struggling schools can become a vessel 

that unintentionally propels students to prison by way of crimes of 

opportunity.  There’s no sense in us spending our Social Studies class talking 

about colonialism and imperialism until we tackle the history being written right 

now.  The stuff that has a direct impact on the lives of young people.  That’s why 

we end the unit with a voter registration drive as well.  I haven’t done my job if 

they don’t emerge knowing their purpose and power to bring liberation 

about.  (Assata 8/15/2019) 

 

Made clear in these accounts is the level of autonomy that both Assata and Calvin 

experience in their teaching.  Roth et. al (2007) found that a far-reaching vision for 

teaching anchored by personal values and priorities were clear indicators of an autonomy-

supportive teaching environment.  The team also found that teacher-generated visions 

that reflect autonomous motivation are often born out of periods of professional identity 

exploration and formation.  They also found that these processes allow teachers to, 

“explore the dreams and the hopes that they had when they entered the teaching 

profession, the values and the knowledge that they hope to transmit to students, and the 

subjects they consider important and enjoyable”  (p. 770).  Teachers are not alone in this 

process, and in the discussion section it will be necessary to consider the ways that 

schools can create environments that promote and sustain autonomous motivation.  For 

the majority of participants, the notion of practicing role expansion in the service of 

students as a necessary means to address deficits in the broader educational system was 

common.  They spoke of their work in an aspirational sense as planting the seeds for 
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future generations of teachers and students.  Deon’s reflections captured the collective 

desire to do more for students as a deeper commitment to social progress.  He expressed: 

A lot of students feel like the people that are supposed to care about them have 

given up on them.  They see things like how many resources their schools lack or 

the low expectations that society places on them as urban youth.  I think they 

internalize that...especially our Black and Brown youth.  My mantra is that our 

work, as educators--and really for anyone who wants to join in the collective 

struggle-- is to till the soil.  I believe that despite all the social ills that our 

students face, the soil remains fertile for them to thrive and to live productive 

lives.  I think we can always do more, and I find encouragement in knowing that 

people in my building and educators all around the city are doing just as much if 

not more than I am.  I think you can never do enough for our young people.  

We’re trying to work back from years of inequality and it’s going to take a 

consistent and concerted effort to do right by these students.  So I don’t see any of 

this as doing more, actually...I see it as doing what’s needed.  (Deon 9/4/2019) 

 

Deon’s sentiments reflect the possibilities of role expansion beyond the classroom 

level.  He focuses more broadly and what could be possible if there was a unified 

approach to providing educational equity for historically marginalized populations.  His 

opinion about role expansion being a necessity provides an interesting perspective to 

consider as the analysis transitions into considering the limits of role expansion. 

What’s at Stake When Roles Expand? 

If the spectrum is like on one end they kind of just do what's written on paper and 

traditional and the other you're almost like at martyrdom right?  You know, I want 

to keep that there because I think for some folks it has ruined them.  And I was 

there too.  I was committed to martyrdom in order to bring about liberation for 

myself and for my people.   And that's that's not healthy at all. But I am closer to 

that side of my going above and beyond.  I think in part because I recognized a lot 

of young folks don’t have a go-to person and it's really hard for me to to not to not 

respond if there's an ask or a need there and then because I'm also someone who's 

It's just a part of my spiritual practice of like, you know, when I meditate or when 

I pray there are there are folks who come to me.  And now I feel a bit of a duty to 

reach out when I feel that.  So more often than not I'm on that side of doing more 

for young folks and I'm trying to make sure I don't go all the way towards the end 

because it's not it's not sustainable. I've definitely seen myself going all out and 

then disengaging entirely.  And when that happens and my tank is drained, I can’t 

be anybody's go-to person.  (Assata 7/10/2019) 
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Assata effectively lays the guideposts for approaching a discussion about the perceived 

limits of role expansion.  Her continuum of teacher action in relation to role expansion is 

in some ways reflective of controlled and autonomous motivated action referenced in a 

previous section.  Within that continuum, there was the acknowledgement that teachers 

have to strike the balance between attending to the aspects of their job that are required 

and autonomy restrictive with the autonomy-inspired action that is aspirational and 

grounded in personal values.  In the previous example, there was a pull factor for teachers 

wanting to expand their roles to pay heed to the controlling and extrinsically-motivated 

aspects of their roles.  In other words, even in the midst of a strong desire to practice role 

expansion and to serve students more effectively, there is a constant tension to perform in 

ways that are expected.  What Assata presents here is a similar pull factor that highlights 

how difficult it can be for teachers to regulate the amount of investment they afford to 

role expansion.  With respect to this, boundaries emerged as an integral component of 

mitigating the limits of role expansion.  Bree identified her personal boundaries in 

assessing student needs.  She explained: 

I feel like at times they need understanding, but they don’t need to be coddled.  I 

feel like a lot of times teachers feel that teaching students of color or students of a 

certain socio-economic background need to be coddled or given an easier time in 

class when that's not actually what they need.  I come from the same type of 

environment as all of my students. And so I just think back to what I needed as a 

student and I needed somebody who was understanding of certain issues that you 

know teenagers go through especially in a high school setting teenagers are all 

over the place.  (Bree 8/11/2019) 

 

Bree’s account also raises considerations around when role expansion is actually 

warranted.  Bob provided a complimentary consideration.  He shared: 

So much is situational but there are times when I’m working with a student and 

am wondering if I’m doing the right thing.  It comes up most frequently when I’m 

providing advice or when I’m speaking about mistakes I’ve made or tough 



104 
 

choices that I made in my past.  I have a lot of integrity in my work but I also 

wonder if this is appropriate for me as a teacher.  I’m not a guidance counselor or 

a therapist!  Sometimes I think we need to norm as a school around what lengths 

are okay to go to and maybe when it would be more appropriate to stay in our 

lanes as teachers.  (Bob 8/3/2019) 

 

The findings have demonstrated significant variance in both the degree to which 

teachers expand their roles in service of students as well as in what needs they are 

attending to.  While the majority of the instances of role expansion presented here have 

been reflective of autonomous action, it could be argued that teachers could benefit from 

parameters when choosing to do more for students.  This specific consideration will 

receive additional attention in chapter 5.  In returning to boundaries, John examined his 

own personal inventory of how he sets them.  He shared: 

I'm a middle-aged white guy teaching in the city. There's no reason for these kids 

to trust me or for me to really think that I can fully understand what they're going 

through. And I don't want to pretend that I can be empathetic.  I can be caring and 

I can do my best to help him get their needs met. But I know I'm not going to be 

the one that's going to be able to fix anything. So I just try to figure out okay, how 

can I help with immediate needs in terms of getting kids to be ready to learn while 

letting them know that I'm here if they need to. Let me know if there's something 

going on and I'm more than happy to accommodate. If it's something that you 

know, I'm feeling like okay, this is this is a little bit more extreme and out of my 

locus of control, that’s when I’ll outsource it to the experts-- the social workers, 

psychologists, behavioral specialists.  I try to remember that I’m here to get 

students ready to learn and then to help them to learn.  That, in and of itself, is 

enough to exhaust me at the end of a day or a week.  Doing more than that, and 

especially in an area that I’m not well-versed or skilled in would be a recipe for 

burnout, I think.  (John 8/23/2019)  

 

As John names the challenge of stepping into roles that he’s not trained to occupy, 

Beverly provided a similar perspective.  She explained: 

I totally believe in community schools. So I think that the school itself should be a 

place that can attempt to provide for all these needs but you know, it's a 

complicated question because it's like is it the band-aid that we put on the wound 

or do we actually stop wounding people?  So one person one teacher can't be a 

counselor a social worker a social justice warrior or a politician like you can't do 

all those things. So if you could make a teacher be a superhero and do them all 
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sure, that'd be great. But that's not realistic. So, I think the band-aid is giving 

teachers more skills to be counselors to be social workers to have some of those, 

you know, give them the training that allows them to be most effective.  But 

they're not going to solve the needs of you know, racism and poverty and 

systemic injustice.  (Beverly 10/4/2019)  

  

Beverly and John’s examples demonstrate a conflict between what some teachers would 

like to do in an effort to better support their students and what they are realistically 

equipped to do.  Yürür and Sarikaya (2012) investigated the impact of workload, role 

ambiguity, and social supports on burnout among social workers.  While the occupational 

focus is different, it’s important to note that the team found a positive relationship 

between role ambiguity-- when one’s job responsibilities the amount of authority and 

autonomy are unclear-- and emotional exhaustion, which is often a symptom of and a 

precursor to burnout.  Similarly, a positive relationship was found to exist between 

workload and emotional exhaustion.  The connection between these two is worth 

investigating further in the context of the findings presented above.  With regard to role 

ambiguity, John’s perspective provides a fitting counterbalance to Beverly’s 

approach.  Stated differently, John has developed personal boundaries that prevent him 

from occupying roles that he's not prepared or qualified to enact.  By doing so, he worked 

to mitigate some of the role ambiguity that he might otherwise have encountered.  Made 

clear in his example and from his perspective, is how failing to do so would contribute to 

the conditions that cause and sustain burnout.  For Beverly and in her view, there is an 

acknowledgement that she could support the broader needs of her students and the 

mission of the school if she were to provide counseling.  She also acknowledges that, 

while additional counseling supports are more than needed, it’s unclear whether she is the 

appropriate employee to provide them.   
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Shawn provided personal experience relating to workload that warrants further 

discussion.  He explained: 

I’m really adaptable in the work.  I see that there are lots of needs to be met and I 

try to step up to meet them.  Because of this, I think our administration will tap 

me more often than not for certain initiatives.  I’m learning to say no a bit more 

than I was comfortable with previously.  I think it reached a head when, after 

taking on one leadership opportunity after another, I was actually denied a 

coaching position that I applied for because I had, ‘too much on my plate’.  Ironic, 

I know.  All good, though.  I took a needed step back and realized that I wanted to 

focus on getting really good at teaching.  It forced me to downsize what was on 

my plate-- which is still very full--just not a Thanksgiving plate kind of 

full.  (Shawn 9/19/2019) 

 

Shawn reinforces the need to answer questions about what autonomy-supportive 

environments should look like for teachers who practice role expansion in earnest.  His 

experience highlights the challenge of allowing for and encouraging shifts in teacher 

workloads.  Yürür and Sarikaya (2012) discuss the applicability of the job demands-

resources model (Bakker and Demerouti 2006) in an effort to contextualize how a given 

workload impacts the potential for burnout.  In short, the model draws clear connections 

between the workload and the resources, or conditions, that allow for that workload to be 

managed effectively.  In the absence of these resources, Bakker and Demerouti caution 

that the demands can become untenable with emotional exhaustion, detachment from 

work, and isolation as the most common symptoms of burnout to arise.   

While the overwhelming focus of this study has addressed the possibilities for 

teachers choosing to do more to serve their students, this section has highlighted a 

number of important teacher-identified limitations of the practice.  The considerations of 

these limitations and what it would take to address them will continue to be discussed in 

Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

This study examined the teacher motivations for choosing to do more by way of 

expanded roles in service of students.  It examined how these motivations form in pre-

service and the ways that they evolve over time.  Teachers in this study view establishing 

connections with students and building supportive relationships around them as the 

cornerstone of their work.  It should be noted that at an organizational level, both West 

and Coolidge expect teachers to prioritize and engage in the relational aspects of 

teaching.  With that said, the resounding commitment to ensuring that students are known 

and cared for relationally across participant responses was pleasantly surprising.  Too 

often and amidst the consistent pressures of high-stakes accountability testing, teachers 

default to a narrow view of their role and emphasize instruction, assessment, and data 

analysis above all else.  These are priorities for teachers and yet the need for students to 

be known and cared for cannot be an afterthought.  Another trend across the data that was 

particularly interesting was the evolution of both mindset and motivation related to 

teacher-student connections and relationships.  In other words, as teachers grew into their 

practice, they learned to prioritize and value connections to and with students as a distinct 

focal point of their work.  What was especially interesting was that even for participants 

who entered the profession with a desire to practice role expansion as a means to more 

effectively serve students, the relational aspects of teaching weren’t a priority.  These 

findings call into question the impact that preparation programs-- be they alternative or 

traditional in nature-- have on teacher perspectives specifically relating to developing 

supportive connections and relationships with students.  With literature dating back to the 
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late 1990’s affirming the role that teacher-student connections play in forming a child’s 

perception of school and how they perform in it, modern approaches to teacher 

preparation need to prioritize development for teachers in this area.  An additional point 

to consider as it relates to teachers learning to commit to relational work with students 

over time is the support and guidance that they receive upon entering their school 

building.  As a former teacher and school leader, I can acknowledge that the proverbial 

don’t smile until Thanksgiving mantra is real.  This mantra is often shared by veteran 

teachers as a piece of advice about how best to manage the classroom and to gain the 

respect of students.  It is woefully outdated and is only minimally effective in getting 

students to comply with classroom expectations.  What guidance about how to gain 

control over a classroom doesn’t accomplish, however, is getting students to be invested 

in the class or their learning at-large.  Both teacher preparation programs and school 

leaders have a responsibility to more intentionally infuse the necessary mindsets and 

practical application tools to promote relational practices.  It is important for both entities 

to treat building relationships of care and concern for students as distinct skills that are 

developed over time.  Absent these commitments, the relational work that can bolster 

conditions for student learning will become deprioritized or done in isolation.  Another 

important consideration related to the social-emotional support that teachers expand their 

roles to engage in is how care is operationalized for students.  Theories of care advanced 

by Noddings (1984, 1992, 1999) are essential to better understand the role of care in 

education and specifically in the classroom.  The limitation of these theories is that they 

start from a place of examining the role of the individual in giving and receiving care.  

Unfortunately, these theories fail to address systemic and cultural factors that impact how 
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care is viewed, given, and received in the classroom.  As a result, current approaches to 

care in the classroom as well as the existing research on care in education have largely 

been white-centric and reflective of white culture.  It would be beneficial if future lines of 

inquiry related to teachers providing care for students sought to incorporate multicultural 

perspectives and viewpoints.  Doing so would provide a more culturally-responsive 

baseline for understanding the ways in which care is operationalized across multiple lines 

of difference. 

As it relates to the evolution of pre-service teacher mindsets and practices, it 

would behoove schools to establish structures for mentorship between beginning and 

veteran teachers.  While the efficacy of this commitment is dependent on the schoolwide 

approach to relational practices, initial and ongoing mentorship would provide added 

layers of support and reinforcement for new teachers.  The findings illustrated that many 

of the participants developed orientations more conducive to relational work with 

students as a result of classroom experiences. A few of these examples implied that 

challenging experiences prompted the teachers to consider building relationships as a 

mechanism to better reach students.  While experience is and will continue to be a strong 

tool for the reinforcement of theoretical concepts, proactive mentorship might help to 

mitigate what’s lost in the time afforded to the learning curve. 

Once schools establish the importance of building supportive connections and 

relationships between teachers and students, it is crucial that they continue to provide 

guidance for teachers in navigating the nuance of relational practices.  One of the more 

pronounced needs that emerged from participant reflections was what students open up 

about and share when they feel connected to their teacher.  Some of the responses, in 
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particular, indicated that teachers became aware of and exposed to the trauma that their 

students had experienced or were experiencing.  While each teacher felt empowered to 

address individual situations on a case-by-case basis, they did so with a great deal of 

ambiguity.  Schools and even school districts should provide teachers with clarity around 

the limits of their work.  As expectations for teachers to build relationships with their 

students increases, so too does the need for clear boundaries and support for how to set 

and manage them.  With role expansion set aside for a moment, boundaries would 

provide clarity for teachers about the limits of their relational engagement with students.  

This could go a long way in protecting teachers from compassion fatigue and ultimately 

burnout.  Boundaries would also provide additional clarity around how to appropriately 

respond to the reverberations of trauma.  Schools, teachers, and especially students would 

benefit from having sustainable interventions and supports for students for students who 

are experiencing and have been exposed to trauma.  If these non-academic interventions 

are mainly happening at the classroom level, it not only threatens the sustainability of the 

interventions, but it also creates confusion around roles and responsibilities.  Again, in 

addition to promoting relational teaching practices, schools can do a great deal to sustain 

the work of teachers by providing guidance around the appropriate boundaries to set and 

maintain.   

It is also important to discuss the role that teacher perceptions on the impact that 

trauma has in their classrooms with regard to role expansion.  While expressing a desire 

to perform in ways that would ultimately lead them toward competence, participants 

expressed that their willingness to do more, in part, stemmed from a whatever it takes 

mentality.  As each participant delved deeper into student-specific examples, it became 
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clear that each of them would do whatever it took to mitigate the impact of trauma on 

their students.  Within the findings, these reflections were most prominent when teachers 

discussed the ways in which they work to remove barriers to learning for their 

students.  What continues to resonate here are the lengths to which teachers had gone in 

order to address the impact of trauma on their students’ lives as well as their diagnoses of 

what students needed.  It should go without saying that teachers need support in this area.  

While schools, and especially in urban areas, are becoming more trauma-informed and 

responsive, there’s a great deal of work to be done in helping them to translate the 

theoretical understandings into classroom-level practice.  Two things would be helpful in 

creating conditions for sustainability at the classroom and school level.  The first is to 

assess where trends lie in trauma experienced by students.  In doing so, it might allow 

schools to meet teachers halfway in their efforts to expand their roles and better serve 

students.  In place of individual teachers volunteering to wash student clothing, for 

example, it would allow the school to prioritize a washer and dryer in the budget in order 

to meet those needs for more students.  Teachers could volunteer their time in collecting 

clothes and even signing up for a shift to wash and dry.  The same could be done for 

students who are food insecure.  Instead of one teacher buying groceries for three 

students in the classroom, the school could organize efforts around a food pantry.  These 

are just examples of ways that schools can partner with teachers in order to more 

effectively and sustainably mitigate the impact of trauma on the learning experience.  The 

second way that schools can promote responsible role expansion, and specifically as it 

relates to trauma-responsive care, would be to outline what sustainable responses to 

trauma can look like in the classroom.  One example might be providing teachers with 
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language to engage in conversations with students about their willingness to talk to the 

school’s counselor.  It could also be resourcing teachers with a list of community service 

providers to share with students and families as mental health needs arise.  All of this is 

to say that teachers should not be alone in their efforts to respond to the impact of trauma 

on the lives of students.  If schools were able to coordinate efforts to serve students non-

instructional needs more effectively, they would reach more pupils and work to sustain 

teachers over time.  One last essential piece in this equation is to create common 

expectations for teachers around when role expansion is necessary.  The range of 

participant responses demonstrate that not all teachers practice role expansion and those 

that do have unique ways of engaging in the practice.  As a starting point, school leaders 

can use data about holistic student needs to identify the appropriate capacity that the 

larger-school community would need to address them.  From there, they could use the 

data to share clear guidance and expectations for the ways that teachers will be engaging 

in role expansion.  Making clear connections between the lived experiences of students 

and the need for additional capacity would help to create opportunities for clarity and 

buy-in for teachers who are less willing to enact expanded roles in the classroom. 

A particularly salient finding among participants was that each of them 

experienced some sort of satisfaction from doing more for students.  This was an 

interesting finding and one that warrants further discussion as it relates to teacher 

retention and burnout prevention.  As it was mentioned with the job demands and 

resources model, teachers are dependent on resources within their occupation not only to 

perform optimally but also to keep the workload manageable.  The extent to which 

teachers expressed a positive association with role expansion and their job satisfaction 
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was surprising.  Before participants made mention of how doing more for students 

increased their feelings of satisfaction, I failed to equate the practice with one that could 

effectively combat burnout.  With this in mind, the findings illuminate a need to 

reconceptualize approaches to burnout prevention.  With the current focus and many 

school-based interventions being on mitigating the factors that lead to burnout, there is an 

opportunity for schools to proactively leverage and work to sustain the non-instructional 

teacher practices that fill their tanks.  Part of this work would require schools and 

specifically school leaders to uncover what those practices are.  Across the findings and 

aside from strictly relational practices, teacher responses varied significantly in what they 

found to be the most satisfying and sustaining aspects of role expansion.  With that said, 

it would be essential for a school leader to develop a context-specific pulse for the 

community.  In remaining with the model of job demands and resources, the school 

community could more effectively work to retain and sustain teachers by identifying the 

resources that most readily support their efforts to expand their roles.  Once uncovered, 

school leaders would be able to determine the necessary conditions for role expansion to 

thrive and work to create capacity within the community for those efforts to be 

sustained.  In other words, attend equal effort and attention to the motivators instead of 

solely addressing the stressors embedded in the work. 

Part of the challenge for a school leader trying to sustain identity-driven role 

expansion is the wide spectrum of teacher identities and affinities to work with.  Before 

proceeding further into the discussion, it is critical to acknowledge that this is both an 

asset and a hurdle to overcome.  The findings have illustrated the role that personal and 

professional identities play in driving teacher actions and particularly with respect to role 
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expansion.  It would seem that school communities have an opportunity to foster the 

exploration of personal and professional identities among their staff.  Ideally, this would 

begin at the individual level and involve an intake of the life experiences to this point that 

have influenced and informed the professional identity.  Collectively, schools can 

continue to develop the identity of their staff by communicating and investing them in a 

sound vision, the mission, and core values to anchor the work.  Schools should seize the 

opportunity to facilitate discussion and development around the identity development of 

their teachers.  Just like Shannon saw the need to promote positive identity development 

among her students, the same can be done for teachers.  Allowing for open discussion 

and providing guidance on how identity could inspire specific teacher actions might go a 

long way toward empowering teachers in their practice.  It would also help to guide 

teachers with a willingness to practice role expansion to practices that are sustainable and 

to the benefit of the student and broader school community.  Creating a culture where 

teacher identities are examined and supported can also create opportunities for educators 

to have a clearer sense of how they can live out their purpose in the classroom.  Purpose-

driven work can be cultivated and nurtured.  Creating smaller communities for 

professional learning could provide teachers with like-minded individuals to share 

practices with and learn from.  This might also help to control for some of the participant-

reported ambiguity related to the ways in which teachers can actualize their sense of 

purpose in the classroom.   

As participants talked through their motivations for practicing role expansion, 

quite a few made mention of the practice as a reflection of good teaching.  Some had 

even witnessed or benefitted from their teachers practicing role expansion as students.  
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As a result, their experience interacting with teachers who expanded their roles informed 

how they defined good teaching.  The purpose of this section is not to argue the merits of 

role expansion or to provide a counter-narrative to the experience of these teachers.  It is, 

however, important to consider the impact of what teachers perceive to be good teaching 

practices at the school level.  As participants shared both their individual experiences 

with role expansion as well as why it’s an important aspect of their teaching, I wondered 

to what extent their school communities had exposed them to shared definitions and 

understandings of what good teaching looked like.   I wondered if the administrators at 

Coolidge and West viewed each teacher’s role expansion efforts as being essential to 

their practice.  Furthermore, had administrators communicated with their teachers about 

their efforts to expand their roles?  Were they on the same page about things such as the 

approach, the amount of time and energy invested, and the outcomes?  To be fair, the 

sample for this study came from principal recommendations.  Both principals were 

witness to efforts to do more for students by each of the participants they recommended.  

Perhaps, then, this is a smaller point to consider within the larger framework.  With that 

said, schools have a responsibility to clearly articulate their individual perspectives on 

what good teaching looks like.  Doing so provides a roadmap for teachers to not only 

understand what’s expected of them, but also with the opportunity to identify their 

progress toward those expectations as well as areas for development.  With respect to 

role-expansion, a vision for good teaching would afford teachers with a measuring stick 

to be more intentional about their efforts to do more for students.  It would allow them to 

do so with a better understanding of what outcomes are prioritized and the best strategies 
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to reach them.  With this tool, teachers could also strategize around how to best expand 

their roles having already determined the shared goals they are trying to reach.  

Limitations 

The design of this study, like the majority of studies, is subject to 

limitations.  One of the more pronounced limitations of the study is that it cast too wide 

of a net in the scope of inquiry.  Motivating factors related to role expansion provided 

rich and sufficient data to organize and analyze.  I think the same could be said of the 

evolution of pre-service motivations and the possibilities and limits of role expansion had 

they been studied separately.  Beginning this study, I wondered why Phillippo (2013) 

only focused on the social-emotional aspects of teacher role expansion in an advisory 

model.  I now see that her limited focus was intentional.  In some ways, this surfaces an 

additional limitation.  When I initially started designing this study, Phillippo and Bartlett 

were two of the scholars who had examined role expansion and its impact on the lives of 

teachers.  While Phillippo’s findings included teacher motivations for role expansion, it 

wasn’t an explicit focus of study.  All told, there remains a dearth of research on 

expanded teacher roles and the teacher-reported motivations for doing more in service of 

their students.  Another limitation of the current study’s design was in the participants 

selected.  I think that 11 was an appropriate number and allowed for the right level of 

access to the participants as well as depth in their responses.  By the end of the 3 

interviews I found that I had gained substantial personal and professional context about 

the participants as well as for their school sites.  If I could revisit my sampling 

procedures, I would opt to sample from more school sites.  In reflection, I realized that 

West and Coolidge have teaching and learning models that are skewed toward the 
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promotion of role expansion in service of students.  Given that this study explored 

individual teacher motivations, I can’t say with certainty that the data would have been 

drastically different had I sampled from additional school sites.  However, I think that 

using a sample from schools that may have been a bit more neutral toward role expansion 

could provide additional diversity in perspective.   

Implications for Future Research 

There's a need to continue to investigate role expansion as an act of service to 

students by teachers.  While this study explored teacher motivations for practicing role 

expansion, it would be beneficial to continue to explore role expansion as it relates to 

teacher practice.  The findings of this study suggest that teachers engage with expanded 

roles frequently when the impact of trauma on students is pronounced.  With increased 

attention being given to trauma-informed practices in school systems, it might be 

worthwhile to explore how teachers use role expansion to enact trauma-informed 

care.  There’s also a need to understand the impact of teacher role expansion in service of 

students.  Investigating student-reported perceptions expanded teacher roles, and 

specifically on their ability to learn and engage in school, would provide valuable insight 

into how effective these practices are in relation to student achievement. 
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