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The Impact of Context on the Classroon
Lives of Beginning Teachers
Sheila C. Murphy
Seattle, Washington
Leslie Huling—Austin
Southwest Texas State University
Griffin (1985), in his review of research on

induction, concluded that the bulk of the research is of a
descriptive nature. A plethora of studies contribute
Positively to our understanding of the needs and concerns of
beginning teachers (Huling—Austin, Barnes & Smith 1985; and
Ryan, 1970). While thése types of descriptive studies are
essential for providing a bedrock of data, studies concerning
other variables which may impact the induction process are
also needed. For example, Zeichner (19872) points out that

hers
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tempts to influence the performance of beginning teac

0

should recognize the importance of the conditions of the
workplace. However, only a few induction studies investigate
the influence of the contexts in which beginning teachers

function.

Recently Stiegelbauer (1934), tar rgeting this EFitl cal
contextual question, assessed the impact of cross cultural
settings on new teachers.’ Her $iﬁding§ suggested that social
and cultural variables tended not to impact new teachers in
the initial months of their careers. Rather, the variables
identifed by Veenman’s (1984) review of the induction

i

3



literature such as classroom discipline and motivating
students seemed, initially, to be more critical than the
community or school contaxt. It was hypothesized that
community context woculd begin to impact beginning teachers as
“Eu?viQQI“ became less of an issue. This does not suggest -

that the same patterns would be associated with the impact of

Metamorphosis of the Study

histary of commitment to induction research at the Rgsearéh

and Development éEﬁféF for Teacher Education (R&DCTE) at the
University of Texas. Particularly ;rgm worlk done by the
Model Teacher Induction Project (MTIP) Satellite Network.
Thae MTIP Satellite Network evolved from work done by
MTIP. The MTIP was a research-based induction program
developed by R&DCTE and field—tested during the 1984-1985

school year. In conjunction with the MTIFP, R&DCTE in 1984

organized and coordinated a national teacher induction

ol

network known as the MTIP Satellite Network. The network
also had a formal arrangement with the ATE Commission on the
Induction Frocess. All Commission members had become members
of the network.

From two natianal conferences devoted to the topic of

Juction hosted by RXDCTE, an interest in a

ta
-

teachasr
collaborative research project on teacher induction
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developed. In June 1985 a group met at R&DLCTE to organize

.the project. Duties of the group included: Ffinalization of

ion of a core dJata set, research sites werae
provided the option of alseo collecting an expanded data set.

n included interviews, three times
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during the school year, with a minimum of three beginning

teachers participating in the core data collection.

Methodology
It needs to be clearly understood that this report
targyets community contextual factors and not the impact of
the school context. A discussion of the influence of schaol
context is examined in another paper (Huling-A3ustin & Murphy,
1987). Among the major research questions that guided the
collaborative effort was one that pertained particularly to

does

the data analysis for this report: What influenc

antext have on needs/concerns of First Year Teachers and on
the implementation of various induction program components?
More specifically, based on the cited research and other
similar findings, this study sought to determine the effects
of the community context on beginning teachers and

particularly its influence on their lives as related to

teaching. If, as previous studies suggest, community context
does not initially impact beginning teachers, it was also of
3

D



iate ngt t dets#rmine when these influences become prominent.

> T

subset of data analyzed for this report came from
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a w#*a base ¥ over 30 sites and 500 beginning teachers
participg£:7g in the study. The sites included in the

Thas ywis were selected primarily because they completed the
opt ' ..nal expanded data collection. Data were analyzed from
33 teginning teachers located in 6 sites across the United
States. The sites included in the analyses encompassed a
wide range of contextual characteristics. School lecations
ranged from large cites to rural areas. Other variables such

as SES and per pupil expenditure varied from low to high.
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The analyses also included demographic data about each school
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district, background information about the 53
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teachers, and interviews conducted at the begi
school year and after the winter break with a subset of the
beginning teachers.

s the core of the

1]

The interview questions served
analysis. Three subjects from each site were included in
this analysis for a total of iB beginning teachers. Two
questions were of particular interest: 1) What, if anything,
about this school or community makes your teaching
particularly easy or difficult? and 2) In what ways has
teaching been similar to or different from what you expected?
Are your students as you expected? Responses to other

questions were also explored for data relating to the impact

of the context.



The comments from these two questions were
categorized for both the beginning of the year and the winter
break interviews. O classification system for the comments
was allowed tc emerge from the data within the general
framework of either relating tao the community context such as
community or not relating to the context. The comments
relating to the community context were then zlassifiéd as
either positive or negative. Finally, the demographic

characteristics of each site were checked with the

in

classifications to ascertain if the comments of the beginning

teachers matched actual conditions existing at the site.

]

Analyses were completed for both interview periods.
Additionally, interviews conducted at the end of the school
year at 3 of the sites became available and were included in
the analysis for a total of 45 interviews.
Findings

The findings will be presented as follows:
District/System Information, Beginning Teacher Background
Information, and Analysis of Intgrviéus_ This order presents
a picture of the é’mmuﬁity in which the beginning teachers
work, an understanding of the teachers themselves, and
finally evidence of the impact  or lack of impact of community

context on the classroom lives of the teachers.
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District/System Information

Each participant researcher in the collaborative
study compieted a detailed questiocnnaire about each school
district or system that employed beginning teachers
participating in the study. Because of this, some sites
contain more than one summary.

ILLINOIS. This site contained three different school
districts, A, B, and C. District A was located in a rural
area. Thare were 7 schools in the district housing 2200
students and 128 teachers. The district spent $2127 on each
student. The students scored above the natienal average on
standardized tests. The majority of students (50%Z) came from
%amilié; identified as having middle class SES. Only 15% of
the families were identified as coming from lower middie or
lower SES backgrounds. Student mobility was reported as
being low. All of the teachers in the district were
identified as Anglo.

School district B was alsé in a rural setting. This
district contained & schools housing 1696 students and 129
teachers. The per pupil expenditure was $2049. Student
achievement was reported as approximately equal to national
norms. This district reported 40%Z of the families having a
SES identified as lower middle to lower. Thirty percent
reported SES of middle and another 30%Z reported as upper
middle to upper. Student mobility was average. In this
district 100%Z of the teachers identified their ethnic orgins

&
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as Anglo.

f

School district €, &al=o in rural setting, was

1240 studente and 105 teachers.

@

composed of 5 schoeols servin
The per pupil expenditure was reported as $1900. Student
achievement’ was higher than the national norms. Fifty
percent of the familiez in the district were identified as

d

1]

having a middle class SES. Forty percent of the families h
an SES of lower middle to lower class. Student mobility was
low. This district also reported 100% of the teachers as
being Anglo.

KENTUCKY. The district in this state was located in
a suburban area. The district contained 50 schools assisting
30,331 students and 1384 teacﬁerﬁ_ The per pupil expenditure
was $2300. Student achievement was reported as being higher
than the naticnal norm. Fifty—five percent of families in

the district were identified as having a SES of upper middie

M

class. Middle cla SES was claimed by 18%Z and lower middle

ed 3774 of the district’s families.

pu |

to lower SES contai

Student mobility wa verage. Ethnic background revealed 78%

mw

of the teachers were Qﬁgiﬂ, 21%Z black, and 1% Asian.

NORTH CAROLINA. The district at this site was
located in a large Eéty with 103 schools housing 72,000
students and 4000 teachers. Fer pupil expenditure was not
reported. Student achievement was reported as higher than
national norms. SES was reported as S50%Z in the middle
bracket and 25% in both upper middle to upper and lower

7
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middle to lower. Student mobility was average. The ethnic _

composition of teachers was reported as 90%Z Anglo, S7% Black,
1% Qsiaﬁ; and 4%Z other.

OREGON. This site contained 3 districts known as A,
B, and C. School district A drew 50% of its students from
suburban areas and S0Z from rural areas. The dgstrizt had 8

schools with 3859 students and 245 teachers. Per pupil

expenditure was $3618. Student achievement was higher than

the national average. S was reported as: 52% upper middle

over middle to lower. Student

he
it

SE.
to upper, 30% middle, and 18
mobility was low. The ethnic representation of teachers was
97% Anglo, 2% Asian, and 1%Z Hispanic.
School district B, located in a suburban area, had 7
schools serving 3245 students and 212 teachers. Per pupil

expenditure, the lowest reported in this data analysis, was

$1600. Student achievement was higher than national

zported a
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averagas. SES for the district’s families was

=

50%Z middle, 407Z lower middle to lower, and 107 upper middle.
Student mobility was average. Ethnic composition of the

teachers was 96%Z Anglo, 2% Asian, 1% Black, and 5% Hispanic.

[

rea. The
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School distfiét C was located in a rura
district, the smallest in this aﬁalygiég had 3 schools with
915 students and 50 teachers. The per pupil expenditure was
$3100, the second highest in this report. Student
achievement was higher than the national norm- SES was

reported as 460%Z middle, 30Z lower middle, and 10% upper

10




the subject area for which they were certified. In fact, all
the beginning teachers in the study are certified teachers.

No one was issued any type of "emergency" certification.

Analysis of Interviews

Three beginning teachers from each of the six sites
were included in this analysis for a total N of 18. The two
original interview guestions; stated ééFliEF in this paper,
were broken down into three specific items. Additionally, a
fourth question from the interviews was included in the
analysis because it uncovered data related to the impact of

zommunity context on beginning teachers. The four items that

formed the basis for the analysis were: (1) Is th=re
anything about this school or community that makes teaching
particularly easy or particularly difficult? (2) Is teaching

similar to or different from what you expected? (3) Are your

the most

[

students as you expected? and (4) What concerns vyo
at this time? Each response to the item was tallied along
with whether or not the statement referred to the community

in a positive or negative manner. Some subjects answered

items in such a manner thatitalliés were entered in more than
one category. This accounts for the discrepancy in total

responses for each item.
There were two interviews. Interview #1 took place
within the first two weeks of the school year. Interview #2

took place within two weeks after the winter break. Three of

10
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middle. Student mobility was rated average. The ethnic
composition of teachers was 100%Z Anglo.
TEXAS. The district, lecated in a mid-sized city,

ols housing 10,846 students and 591 teachers. Per
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pupil expenditure was $2740. Student achievement was equal
to national norms. SES of families was reported as S50%
middle, 28% upper middle to upper, and 227 lower middie to
lower. Student mobility was ranked as average. The ethnic
composition of the district’s teachers was 84% Anglo, BZ
Black, and 8% Hispanic.

WEST VIRGINIA. Located in a mid-sized city, this

district had 18 schools enrolling 7220 students and employing

490 teachers. Per pupil expenditure was $2600. SES was

reported as 57%Z middle;, and 21% each for upper middle to
upper and lower middie to lower. Student mobility was low.
Anglo teachers compesed 94% of the staff and Blacks conposed

&7Z of the staff.

Beginning Teacher Background Information

Table 1 shows the statistics for each reporting site.
Some information does stand out clearly. Almost 2/3 of the
teachers are female. The clear majority of beginning
teachers have a bachelors degree and are recently graduated
from college. They are primarily Anglo and the only ethnic
minority represented are Blacks. Almost all of the beginning
teachers completed student teaching and most are teaching in

4




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

the sites also provided interview data from a third interview

which occurred within the final two weeks of the school vear.

e
]

Even though Interview #3 does not contain complete data,

findings are reported.

b

The analysis is reported for the entire group of 18
beginning teachers rather than by school district because no
similar response patterns were determined within districts.
Information about each of the four questions is reported
separately.

ITEM #1 — INTERVIEW #1. A clear pattern emerged in
the analysis of this item. During Interview #1 15 comments
were recorded about the community or school making teaching
easy and 7 comments were recorded about teaching being
difficult. Thirteen of the comments about the

community/scheool making teachin easy, directly addressed

a

community variables. Three comments concerned growing up in

schools. Eight comments were about an expectation of
parental support. The other Z comments related to the SES of
the students and/or families.

0f the 7 comments about the community/school making
teaching more difficult, 3 did not address community
variables. Two dealt with problems growing up in the
community and knowing people "too well." One comment dealt
with SES and the other with a concern about excessive

i1
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parental pressure on students.

I is interesting to note that at this time of the

re
Tl

year, some of the information about the community appears to
be based on hearsay rather than direct experience. For
example, beginning teachers prefaced their statements with
the following comments:

"From what I®*ve heard"

"I"ve been told"”

"A lot of teachers say."

ITEM 1 — INTERVIEW #2Z. This interview, conducted

within two weeks after the winter break, shows a clear swing
in the ratio of easy to difficult comments. In Interview #1
the responses were 2—-1 that the community/school made

teaching sasy. However, in this interview 12 comments wers

made about the ease of teaching and 11 comments about the

difficulty in teaching. OFf the comments about the difficulty

of teaching all but two were directly related to community
context. Three comments discuss the negative aspects of

teaching in a community where the person also went to school.
Three comments describe the frustration of trving to have
parents become involved with students® educational p
Four statements comment about various things related to SES.
One subject stated that it was "difficult to get parents
involved because several of my students don®t even have

phones in their own homes." At the ether end of the

ing teacher noted that aiddle and

o
g
s
n]
r*
o
o
1]
m\

12

14



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

higher "class" students are difficult to motivate because
"they are used to sort of an easy life."

ITEM 1 — INTERVIEW #3Z. By the time this interview
was conducted, during the last two weeks of school, beginning
teachers’ perceptions about the effects of community/school

on their teaching were more similar to those stated during

fu
[t

Interview #1 than Interview #2. That is, by 3=1 margin,
more teachers felt the community made teaching easier. The
teachers commenting about the difficulty of teaching
identified school rather than community variables as
impacting their classreom lives.

ITEM 2 — INTERVIEW #1. Six beginning teachers

commented that teaching was similar to what they expected and
1S comments were recorded about teaching being different than

expected. All the comments related to non—community

in

variables.

ITEM 2 — INTERVIEW #2. By the winter break, 11

omments attested to teaching being similar to what was

n

expected and 10 comments reflected differences in
expectations and realities. None of the comments related to
community variables.

ITEM 2 — INTERVIEW #3. Again, as in Interview #2, a
rElét;Vély even distribution of comments was discovered.
Five comments spoke about teaching being similar to what was

expected and & comments discussed differences. None of the

13
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comments related to community variables.

ITEM 3 - INTERVIEW #1. By almost 2-1 (10-4)
beginning teachers found their students to not be as
expected. Only one comment, relatsd to SES, targeted a
cammunity wvariable.

ITEM 5 -~ INTERVIEW #2. At this time of the year, the
margin had increased to about 4-1 (13-3) for comments about
students not being as expected. Three of the comments were
related to community variables. Two of the responses
concaerned students and SES stereotypes: "I knew where the
school was located [middle to upper class areal so I knew
what to expect [lots of parental concern and students who
worik hardl." and "Fantastic, a lot better than expected. OFf
course, there is a difference between the student in the city
school and the student in the rural school. I have to deal
more with discipline in a rural school." The other response
concerned lack of parental support when dealing with problem
students.

ITEM 3 — INTERVIEW #3. The Z2-1 ratio (5-3) was
reestablished during this interview. More beginning teachers

(N=35) commented on their students not being as expected.
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Only one comment related to community variabl

a lower income class area with less parental interference in
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ITEM 4 - INTERVIEW #1, INTERVIEW #2Z, and INTERVIEW
#3. When asked about what concerned them the most in each
interview, only 1 beginning teacher responded with an item
related to community variables. That comment was made during
Interview #2 and the concern was “getting more parents
involved in my classroom." Every other concern expressed in

the 45 interviews related to non—communily variables.

Conclusions
While reading this section, please bear in mind that

this paper does not address the issue of the impact of

school /classroom context on beginning teachers. Rather, this
pPaper examines only the impact of community context. Since
the sites represented varying contexts it was hypothesized

that if the community context did impact beginning teachers,

an identification of the variables may be possible. However,

while the analyses did indicate that, initially, beginning

m

teachers were able to identify a general factor about the
community that they perceived may affect their teaching, this
context was not found to be a major influence on beginning
teachers. 1In the first interview of the year, one beginning
teacher, representative of many others, described her’/his

knowledge about the community as it may impact her/his

n

teaching, "it’s really hearsay." In other words, during th
initial two weeks of teaching, anticipation of the context

15

17



seemed to impact beginning teachers more than the variables
themsel ves.

The second interview, conducted in the two weeks

a

following the winter break, indicated that, unlike during the
initial interview, beginning teachers were now able to
identify specific community contextual factors that impacted
their teaching, particularly those dealing with parents and
issues perceived to be related to SES5. This finding Sééméﬂ!
to support the hypotheses that the community context has a
more powarful impact on beginning teachers after they are
able to deal with day—to-day management of the classroom.
Yet, because community contextual factors did not emerge from
the data generated by ITEM 2 (teaching), it appeared that at

this time of the school year context was still not a major

nfluence in the beginning teacher®s classroom life. This

‘H‘

was further confirmed by the lack of emergence of community

variables in ITEM 4 (coneerns). Even after winter break,

7]

management issues than community contextual factor s having

unexpected impact on their teaching.
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The final interview of the year, during the last
weeks, showed a lessening of the impact of variables
impinging from community sources. Perhaps with the
first—time rush to inventory materials, finalize grades, and
the other duties of closing a year of teaching, it was not
actually surprising that beginning teachers concentrate once

146
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again on the things immediately pressing rather than turning

their attention to things ocutside of their classrooms.

Recommendations for Induction Preagra
These findings seem to offer some insight for

considering the use of an inductiaon

m

persons/organizati
program to support beginning teachers. While beginning
teachers do seem to be aware of coammunity contextual factors

that may impact their teaching, the skills Veenman (1984)

identified as "survival skills" are foremost in their
thoughts. But, as techniques .ure routinized, community

contextual factors, particularly those with a negative
impact, do begin to be addressed by beginning teachers. This
seems to be reported, for a majority of beginning teachers,
by the winter b

offering assistance in dealing with parents;, community mores,

and other contextual factors, a month or two after the school

m-m
o

year has begun. More than likely, dealing with community
context earlier in the year would not be as welcome a topie

ne related to "survival." However,

topics related to the community context should not be avoided
during the entire first year because some aspects of the

context, particularly negative factors concerned with dealing
with overbearing or absent parents and the impact of SES on
students, seem to influence béginniﬁg teachers within the

17
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first few months of the initial school vear.
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TABLE 1
Beginning Teachers?

(N=353)

IL KY

Background

n]
3

SEX Male 3 5
Female & 15
AGE 21-25 7 15
26—30 3
31-35 1 2
36-40
41-45 1
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ETHNICITY

o)
J
[ln}
Yo
\U‘
m
M
<

7]

(]

(]

CERTIFIED
TEACHER?

TEACHING IN
SUBJ CERTI

Yes g 17
FIED?
No 3
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TABLE 1 (cont.)

Beginning Teachers” Background Information

GRADE LEVEL Primary 4 2 4 i 3 2

Middle 1 S 7
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