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Abstract 

Background: One of the most debated topics in education centers around the legality and 

effectiveness of charter schools. Amidst these debates, the number of charter schools has 

skyrocketed from about one percent of the total percentage of schools to over six percent. 

This has led to an exodus of young, highly-effective educators from traditional public 

schools to those new charter schools. Traditional districts are grappling with this 

phenomenon as they struggle to deal with other challenges. Purpose: This study sought 

to answer one question: what factors lead young, highly effective teachers to leave 

traditional public schools in favor of charter schools? The study was designed so that the 

findings might be helpful for new policies surrounding teacher happiness, effectiveness, 

and retention. Both charter schools and traditional schools can use this knowledge to 

make informed decisions to retain these teachers. Methods: This qualitative, multi-case 

study relied on six highly-effective teachers under age 40. Participants were chosen 

through convenience sampling based on select criteria from a larger group of educators I 

know as colleagues. Data was collected through field observation notes, participant 

written responses, surveys and phone interview questions. Next, the data was analyzed to 

come up with common themes. Results: Several factors lead young, highly-effective 

educators to leave traditional public schools in favor of charter schools. These factors 

include enhanced professional development/career advancement opportunities and 

stronger administrative leadership at charter schools. Conclusion: This study yields 

potential benefits for both charter and traditional public schools. Campus and district 

leaders should revamp systems to provide more opportunities for leadership and skill 

building and stronger mechanisms for staffing schools with excellent administrative 
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leadership. Employing such a strategy will help both types of schools to better recruit and 

retain young, highly-effective educators.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction of the Research Problem 

Research Question & Statement of Purpose 

For purposes of this study, data from multiple cases was utilized to answer a 

singular research question: what factors lead young, high performing educators to leave 

traditional public school placements in favor of charter schools? For the purposes of this 

investigation the perspectives of six teachers were analyzed. All participants were under 

the age of forty, were identified as high-performing/highly-effective using one or more 

metrics, decided to quit working in a traditional public school and began working for a 

charter school district or network. The study is designed so that the findings may be 

helpful for discussion and development of new policies that address teacher happiness, 

teacher effectiveness, and teacher retention. Once charter schools and traditional public 

schools have a better understanding of why their best young talent move around they can 

make informed decisions to retain the next generation of future educators and leaders.  

Language Choice 

As a reader you will most likely notice that this study utilizes casual language 

throughout. This stylistic choice was made intentionally to increase the readability of this 

work. Hopefully this choice leads this study to become more widely read by a variety of 

stakeholders both inside and outside the educational world. The goal of this is to increase 

the likelihood that the recommendations laid out in Chapter 5 get implemented to benefit 

both charter and traditional public schools.  
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Background Information 

 One of the most debated topics in the education world centers around the legality 

and effectiveness of charter schools (Berliner, 2014). As the debate, has raged, the 

number of students attending charter schools has increased dramatically. In the last 15 

years, the percentage of public schools in the United States that were charter schools 

grew from one and a half percent to just over six percent, a total of 1,500 schools to over 

6,000 (United States Department of Education, 2015). Per the United States Department 

of Education (2015), California has led the way enrolling almost 500,000 or about eight 

percent of its students, in charter schools. As a percentage of its public-school students in 

charter schools, the District of Columbia is at 42 percent, with Arizona next in line with 

14 percent for the 2015-2016 school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). This 

tremendous growth in charter schools has led to an exodus of young, highly-effective 

educators from traditional public schools to those new charters schools (U.S. Department 

of Education, n.d.). Traditional districts are grappling with this phenomenon as they 

struggle to deal with other larger issues.   

Across the country, from urban centers to rural areas, school districts are 

experiencing huge numbers of teacher vacancies. This is yet another major issue in the 

education world according to Raymond, Luque, and Fletcher (2001). States such as 

Texas, Florida, and Arizona have the highest number of shortages per capita (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). Per the California Department of Education (2015), the 

state needed to hire over 21,000 new educators for the 2015-2016 school year while 

issuing only about 15,000 new teaching credentials per year. These teacher shortages 

stem from a variety of causes such as layoffs from the 2008 recession, an improved 
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economy that sees less people venturing into the education world and less students 

entering university teacher education preparation programs or alternative teacher 

placement programs such as Teach For America (Rich, 2015). The problem then becomes 

two-fold, getting enough teachers into schools and also getting higher quality teachers 

into schools (Raymond et al., 2001). Compounding this problem of not enough teachers 

coming into the profession, is the issue of teacher attrition. Based on numbers from the 

U.S. Department of Education (2015), 17.3 percent of new teachers will leave the 

profession within five years. Taken all together, traditional school districts are potentially 

facing quite a challenge in staffing their schools from a lack of qualified and available 

educators, to too many teachers leaving the profession, and others jumping ship to charter 

schools.  

Why This Topic? 

 I chose to investigate the phenomenon of young, highly-effective educators 

leaving traditional public schools for charter schools for one principal reason—my life 

experience in education. The next few paragraphs will provide a deeper context of my 

background followed by an explanation of how that led specifically to the research 

question and purpose.  

Growing Up Next to the Gap 

 As a first-generation child from a lower middle class Jamaican family who had 

just moved to the United States, education was thrust in front of me at an early age. 

While my parents were not college-educated, my father completed automotive trade 

school and my mother completed some teacher’s college coursework, both placed heavy 

emphasis on acquiring knowledge and skill for practical and personal purposes. My home 
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was one that was not filled with expensive shoes and clothes or new kitchen appliances 

and cars but rather an array of books. For years on end I remember not having a home 

phone line or hot water but my family always having money to pay for field trips, outings 

to the museum and other pursuits that would broaden our horizons.  

 The neighborhood I grew up in was not one of abject poverty or wealth but a mix 

of working class people. I attended schools in a rougher part of town but through magnet 

programs sat in classes with the best, brightest, and most diverse students from around 

the county, itself one of America’s most populous, diverse, and entrepreneurial. Because 

I was labeled “Gifted” and was also in a prestigious International Baccalaureate magnet 

program for high school, I worked with a group of strong teachers. Most of them were 

extremely experienced and had taught for a number of years but a couple were young and 

highly-effective. One such instructor had graduated from our high school before coming 

back after college to teach Spanish there. Essentially all this mixed to create the best of 

both worlds for me. My school district shared many of the similarities of the districts that 

the teachers in this study experienced. The demographics of my school, along with the 

resources available and the challenges facing teachers and leaders are essentially the 

same. Issues of poverty, racism, language barriers, and segregation are only a few of 

these issues. However, on the weekends with friends from class I had my eyes opened to 

a world of opportunity, privilege, and wealth. This duality played a signature role in 

planting the seed of working in education because I began to see that some of the 

inequality I witnessed could be transcended through education. 
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Leaving My Community Behind 

 That seed blossomed during the summer between graduating high school and 

starting college at the University of Florida. I worked at my church’s summer camp for 

students aged five to 14. This experience brought me up close and personal to the 

achievement/opportunity gap. Now as a professional, I utilize both terms because I know 

that there is ample debate around them and in my personal opinion there is value in 

understanding both. Clearly the levels of achievement by poor and minority students lags 

dramatically behind their more affluent and or white peers. Part of this gap occurs 

because opportunity through educational supports as well as societal structures has never 

been close to equal in our country. Rather than choose one of these terms and argue about 

which one is better, the most important thing for me is coming up with plans to remedy 

the situation. Yet my closeness to the gap had been diminishing as I went further in my 

education. While I had always been in school with underserved kids, I had not been in 

class with them for years now. But working with the summer campers made it clear just 

how far behind most students in my neighborhood were from our more affluent peers. I 

felt pangs of guilt for leaving these students and going to university. In my mind, I felt as 

if I were about to embark upon a journey that would lead me to career and financial 

success while my campers, friends, and peers in the community would be relegated to a 

life of lower middle class means if they were lucky and outright poverty and lack if they 

were unlucky. Such a dynamic was deeply unsettling to me! 

My Personal Journey  

 After spending the next two summers coming back to Broward County to work at 

the camp, I started to wonder what was in store for my future. I had always just assumed I 
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would go to law school, follow that up with a lucrative legal career, publish some books, 

and then finish it all up with a political run. Maybe during that time I would do some 

volunteer work, mentoring, and start a scholarship program. Essentially, my commitment 

to making my community better was more of some lofty ideal that might not actually 

cause me to make any real changes in my life. Yet, specific summer campers called out to 

me. Could I continue building this life for myself and feel okay about it? Working at the 

summer camp had shown me a small amount of the light. I had seen a glimpse of the 

outside of the cave. Could I really just forget about that light and go back into the cave 

that was law school, money, and a cushy upper middle class lifestyle?  

 At the same time, I felt guilty about what chasing my more idealistic passions 

would mean for my family. As the oldest of three boys, did I need to choose money over 

fulfillment in order to make life easier for Joseph, Matthew, and my parents? After all the 

hard work they had put in to get me here, didn’t my parents deserve to see a son who in 

ten years could help them retire and give them the material things they had always 

sacrificed to provide all they could for my brothers and I?  

 I desperately thought of ways that I could have it all. I had heard about programs 

like the Peace Corps and missionary work. Perhaps I could satisfy my growing appetite 

for social justice work through committing to a few years of service before going for the 

money. The stars aligned because in the beginning of my third year of college, my 

mentor who was the current Student Body Vice President, told me about an organization 

called Teach For America. I had briefly been introduced to it but did not know much 

about it. Their mission aligned with mine though. I could totally teach for two years in 

underserved communities! I knew these kids; my friends were these kids. They were my 
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campers. The second part of their mission made sense too, the idea that even if we did not 

stay in the classroom, the experience would give us a framework for which our future 

endeavors might be used to still benefit our old students. The idea that this work might 

influence the type of law I practice, or the educational initiatives I used my political and 

economic power to champion in my future career seemed to be the perfect balance of 

what I wanted. I could change the world and then still go make my paper (money)! With 

all of this in mind, I decided to forgo applying to law school and instead joined Teach For 

America upon graduating from college. I planned to teach for two years in an urban 

school to save money for college to give back since I had received an excellent public 

education.  

I joined a movement. The five-week training program I experienced through 

Teach For America solidified my commitment to working to give every student in the 

United States access to a quality education. Being around strong leaders who were 

dedicated to the same mission was inspiring. Seeing so many who had made the similar 

choice to put off or forgo financial and societal benefits in order to help the students who 

needed it most, convinced me that I had made the right choice. Looking back on it, 

nothing can adequately prepare you for teaching but I think for me the training program 

came close to giving me the foundational skills, and more importantly, the mindset to be 

able to be successful. 

Initial placement. My initial placement was at a middle school in southwest 

Houston. The school’s slogan should have been, “If you make it here, you can make it 

anywhere”! Our school was chronically under enrolled, had a large population of English 

Language Learners, Refugee students, and students with disciplinary issues. These 
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concerns made it harder to ensure that all students received the services that they needed 

especially with limited resources. But the kids were loving, the staff was effective, and 

my mentor teacher was a confidante, trainer, and friend. My experiences at this school 

were tough but enjoyable and without knowing it, they provided some of the basis for 

what became not only this study but potentially some of the factors that come out in the 

findings. Issues such as teacher retention, teacher pay and benefits, work life balance, 

curriculum control, administrative effectiveness, etc. definitely came out. While I was not 

quite ready to grapple with them at a high level, I sort of filed these thoughts away for 

future use.  

Initial move to charter school. Towards the back end of my two years at I began 

to think more critically about what I wanted to do with my life. I realized that I had not 

yet reached the goal I had set for my students in terms of achievement; I was not yet the 

teacher they needed. Additionally, I was still nervous about law school for a variety of 

reasons. I worried about giving up my meager yet sizeable salary (when compared to the 

salaries of my recent college graduate friends) in favor of more student debt! I decided 

that I wanted to teach for another year, but where? Many of my 2010 TFA friends who 

worked at the school were going to be leaving. Some were going to graduate school, 

others were moving to high-performing charter school districts in the city and out of 

state.  

I had heard about charter schools and realized that my initial information was 

incomplete. In Florida, we had a few chronically underperforming ones. It seemed as if 

they were always created by former and disgraced educational officials who started the 

schools and then ran them into the ground before closing them and sending the students 
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back to their traditional public schools worse off than before. However, in Houston I 

came into contact with a few high achieving charter networks. Clearly, the movement 

was larger than I had considered and I began to wonder if perhaps that would be the next 

step for me. I still was considering law school and my thought was that maybe I should 

take a stab at the charter world before leaving teaching for good.  

I secured an interview with a charter through a couple dynamic educators I knew 

worked at a campus near my placement school. The interview process was beyond 

amazing; I still remember the tour by students and also the sample lesson. Just the idea 

that I would have to do a sample lesson before my interview really began was mind-

blowing and I was impressed! I got the job, signed my papers a few weeks later and was 

excited to begin that chapter of my life. 

Teach For America Summer Institute. Around this same time, I was hired to 

work as a Corps Member Advisor for the 2012 Teach For America Institute. In this role, I 

would be responsible for coaching between 10 and 14 new corps members as they 

completed their five-week training program just as I had two years prior. I was surprised 

that someone from the organization had even reached out to me about the role because 

while I was a good teacher already, I had not always stayed close with Teach For 

America beyond required trainings and events; also, I would say I had not really drunk 

the organization’s Kool-Aid. Later on, I would realize that one of the things I like best 

about the organization is that contrary to popular belief, they actually spend quite a bit of 

time seeking out talent that does not always march in lockstep to their attitudes and ideas. 

This commitment to hiring people who will push the organization even when it is 
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uncomfortable, speaks volumes about its strength but also its commitment to achieving 

its mission. 

The next six weeks (we spent a week training at Rice University before the new 

corps members got there) were harrowing to say the least! I worked even harder than 

when I was a trainee. Days that I woke up at 5:30 am and went to bed by 1:00am were 

what I would consider light. But I persisted and the 12 corps members whose lesson plans 

I reviewed, classrooms I observed, and feedback I gave benefitted immensely. I also grew 

quite a bit as an educator. Something about telling others how to do your job forces you 

to reflect on your own practice. Personally, though the job took its toll; the relationship 

that helped bring me to Houston did not survive and neither did my grade point average. I 

would later need to retake a course for my Masters of Education program that I had 

received low marks in due to my hectic summer schedule. The summer also made me 

reconsider the commitment I had made to leave my traditional public school and go to a 

charter school. 

Remaining at a traditional school. One of my best friends and teacher 

colleagues, a fellow 2010 corps member who will one day be a major force in our 

education world as the superintendent of a major urban district, pleaded with me to come 

to his traditional public school. He was even willing to move to Algebra in order to allow 

me to teach American History. He loved his co-workers, raved about his principal, and 

was convinced that with me as an additional team member, we could make some serious 

gains with kids. He appealed to my sense of duty and I relented. Needless to say, I did not 

enjoy my conversation with the charter school director who gave me a stern talking to 

about breaking my word. While I have zero doubts that I would have not only loved that 
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campus but also thrived there, in retrospect I made the right decision to transfer to 

another traditional middle school in Houston which needed me as I needed it. 

My third year went exceedingly well; the TFA Summer Institute had set me up to 

be a stronger teacher. My new students also came in higher academically than their peers 

from my first campus which also forced me refine some of my techniques in order to 

better serve a different set of students with a different set of academic, social, and cultural 

challenges. This coupled with my Master’s program finally made me decide to put off 

law school indefinitely. School leadership was not in the cards yet but I began to see 

myself with a career in teacher education. Moreover, I started to look more deeply at the 

colleagues around me. I was now 23 and factors such as pay, benefits, work-life balance, 

etc., started to matter.  

I spent two more years at my second school honing my craft. During this time, I 

finished my Master’s degree and spent three more summers working for Teach For 

America. In my new role as a curriculum specialist, I delivered major professional 

development sessions to groups of 30-100 which further convinced me that teacher 

education might be where my heart was at. While I loved the classroom, impacting 150-

300 kids per year was not enough for me. But the idea that teachers I was training would 

take a bit of my persona and skills into their classrooms inspired me. I wanted to provide 

my students with a whole cadre of great teachers to really close the gap! 

By the spring of 2015 though I needed to decide if my middle school was still the 

place to do it. I was finishing up what was arguably the best year I had as a teacher and 

word on the street was that my principal was on the way out the door to a new 

opportunity. More and more of my colleagues had been going to the charter world. Just 
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one year prior I had interviewed at and gotten a job at another charter campus before 

ultimately turning it down. That was a tough decision too because I had fallen in love 

with their school and program before deciding to give my current school one final year. 

But now maybe it was time to explore that world? The idea of going to a third campus 

and a charter school seemed like it would make me more marketable in terms of securing 

a position as a professional developer or educational consultant. Going charter was 

finally the right move for me. My reasoning for this move also forms some of the basis 

for this very study! The puzzle pieces were coming into place.   

Continuing my education. Also during this time, I decided that I wanted to 

pursue a doctorate degree in education. Since law school had been pushed even further 

down on the to do list, the idea of a terminal degree made sense both for my career 

ambitions and also for my own personal quest for knowledge. But I had a five-month-old 

daughter by now, I loved living in Houston, and I was sure I did not want to spend five 

years in a PhD program making little money and coming out with a tremendous amount 

of debt. I settled on an EDD program through the University of Houston that seemed 

tailor made for what I wanted to accomplish. It would be an understatement to say that as 

that program wraps up I do not regret my choice one bit! 

Eventual transition to charter schools. I took a job at a KIPP campus that was 

part of a district partnership with Spring Branch Independent School District and YES 

Prep Public Schools. My campus, was housed on the campus of a Spring Branch school. 

A rival spring branch school hosted a YES Prep. Students from all four campuses then go 

to a Spring Branch High School and are enrolled in the traditional program or the charter 

campus housed on site. The aims of the partnership are to strengthen the bonds of all 
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three networks, foster cooperation between educators, and lead to better outcomes for 

students. The results of this partnership so far have been mixed but it seems to be going 

in the right direction and contracts such as these are becoming more popular across the 

country; perhaps there will be less competition and more connection between charters 

and traditional schools in the near future.  

My particular KIPP campus was easygoing, friendly, and focused on academic 

achievement and student happiness. Our host middle school seemed to enjoy our 

presence. Students from both schools ate, went to electives, and competed on the same 

teams as one another. I even knew a few of the traditional school students which is a 

testament to the strength of that particular partnership.  

I had chosen this school for a variety of reasons. I wanted to explore the charter 

world but I knew going to a partnership school would give me sort of a charter light 

experience. Also, I was going to be receiving a raise of $5000 as I was able to negotiate 

my salary. I was also excited to be around likeminded staff members. My previous 

middle school had lost the staff that I thought was the strongest and most aligned to my 

views on education so KIPP offered a chance to get back with colleagues who had a 

similar mission to me. Furthermore, with five years in education I would be looked at as a 

veteran at KIPP which would also allow me to potentially move up quicker on the 

professional side of things. Of course, interest in the charter school phenomenon 

(explosive growth and tons of strong positive and negative views about them), more 

curriculum freedom, and less district mandates also played a role in my decision. Once 

again, my thought process here peaked my interest. I wondered if other teachers making a 

similar move were considering the same variables.  
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Coming back to a traditional public school. While I considered my sixth year 

in the classroom a success (it was the easiest year of my career), I did not always feel as 

connected to KIPP. My heart belonged to my former students. I had a few philosophical 

differences of opinion with my campus’ leadership team which at the time seemed 

monumental but in retrospect might have been more grounded in me wanting to get back 

to a traditional public school which I felt would need me more. While kids are definitely 

kids, I felt as if the KIPP structures would make it easier for a substandard teacher to still 

be somewhat effective while my experience with traditional districts convinced me that 

the best teachers needed to be there. I also felt as if KIPP had plenty of people with my 

mindsets and so kids would be okay but my previous middle school in particular was 

missing these ideals. After a year, I decided to return to my previous middle school and 

take on the position of Assistant Principal in charge of the 8th Grade.  

The seeds of a research study. These experiences played a critical role in my 

deciding to think more deeply about educational issues in the larger sense and the charter 

movement in the smaller sense. The idea for some type of research study to look at this 

was born.  

Eventually my connections to both the charter and traditional public school 

worlds, Teach For America, and the University of Houston communities pushed me to 

dive headfirst into the ongoing debate surrounding charter schools, teacher retention, 

effectiveness of teachers, teacher background, etc. I wanted to study a topic that could 

potentially touch a bit on all of these issues currently plaguing the educational landscape.  

With this in mind, I began to think critically about what I was seeing in my work. 

I noticed that it seemed like many of my summer job colleagues who I thought were 
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excellent teachers worked at charter schools. This realization pushed me to reflect about 

my colleagues during the course of the regular school year and once again it seemed as if 

eventually a high percentage of the best teachers I knew would transition over to charter 

schools. One impact of this was as I became a leader on my own traditional public school 

campus, I struggled to find young, highly-effective candidates to take on teaching 

positions. Many of the people I knew personally or were highly regarded by their peers as 

strong teachers were heading to charter schools! When I went to work at a charter school 

I saw first-hand how several of the staff members were within that young, high-

performing demographic but had either left traditional public schools or not even 

bothered to work there in the first place! I grew curious about why these decisions were 

being made and that curiosity grew into a concern about what impacts that might have on 

the educational landscape in the macro sense and for the long term. If traditional public 

schools lose out on the young, highly-effective teacher demographic it could be 

extremely detrimental to public education. Likewise, if charter schools are getting these 

teachers but not truly understanding the why behind their decision making, there is no 

telling whether or not they too will be able to satisfy and keep those educators.  

This line of thinking morphed into a quest not only for answers but also 

actionable steps that would benefit both charters and traditional public schools. Such a 

research study might alleviate or bridge the divide between both types of schools as 

stakeholders from both could perhaps even work together to craft the types of initiatives 

that best recruit and retain young, highly-effective educators.  
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Studies Addressing the Problem 

Numerous studies have been conducted to assess the causes of teacher shortages 

in traditional public schools, as well as offered solutions to the teacher shortage 

challenges. These studies can be grouped into four categories, each with a tremendous 

amount of research behind it. These are: teacher attrition studies such as Gross and 

DeArmond (2010) and Urick (2012), charter school studies such as Malloy and 

Wohlstetter (2013) and Tracy (1992), professional climate and curriculum freedom 

studies such as Hanushek (2003) and Podgursky and Spring (2007), and comparative 

studies between charter and traditional public schools such as Angrist, Pathak, and 

Walters (2013). Another study from Holme, Lopez, Scott, and Wells (1999) looks at the 

charter schools in a more general sense. Finally, there are many studies looking at a 

comparative analysis between teachers in charter and traditional schools such as Angrist 

et al. (2013) and Raymond, Fletcher, and Luque (2001).  

Deficiencies in Past Literature 

Several studies (Carruthers, 2012; Fusarelli, 2010; Stuit & Smith, 2010) addressed 

the issue of what it means to be a teacher in a charter school and the types of teachers and 

staff who transition from traditional public to charter schools. The benefits and 

drawbacks of working in charter schools are examined but do not always show a 

statistically significant difference between the benefits and drawbacks of traditional 

public schools. Fewer studies have examined specifically why high performing, young 

educators are leaving traditional public schools in favor of charter schools, which is the 

main focus of this study.  
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Significance of a Study for Audiences 

This research study is significant because it will provide valuable information to 

both traditional public schools and charter schools in terms of how to better recruit and 

retain young, high-performing educators. Not surprisingly, this demographic is highly 

sought after because they are the future of education; they will be the master teachers, 

administrators, and district officials leading schools in the next generation. According to 

Carruthers (2010), “If highly qualified and effective teachers are voting with their feet in 

favor of charter schools, their migration is a favorable signal of the decentralized model’s 

appeal, and mainstream schools may need to emulate charter features to retain faculty” 

(p. 2). This is of course just one particular insight about the migration of highly qualified 

teachers to charter schools. Both traditional school districts and charter districts can use 

this research to spur an evaluation of their recruitment and retention strategies around 

such topics as pay and benefits, organizational structure, and creative control just to name 

a few.  

These institutions will then be in a better position to do one of three critical 

things. First, institutions might revamp their practices using this research as a guide 

Secondly, institutions might commission a more comprehensive study to see if the 

findings hold true. Finally, institutions might decide to create a wide-ranging survey to 

provide to their teachers to see if the wider sample concurs with this research. In this 

way, the research would be beneficial not only to traditional districts who might be 

looking to retool some of their policies but also for charter schools as they continue to 

grow in size and scope across the country. Doing any number of these strategies will 



18 

 

 
 

better position schools to recruit and retain the young, highly-effective teachers they want 

staffing and eventually leading their campuses.  

My Reflections 

 Based on discussions with friends and colleagues as well as consulting literature 

on topics surrounding this one, I believed that this topic is both pertinent and important. 

School leaders that I know from both the charter and traditional public school world have 

expressed interest in having a deeper understanding of why their teachers make the 

choices that they make about where to work. These leaders want young, highly-effective 

teachers who will stay at their campus and can be molded into the next generation of 

administrators and district personnel to take over in the future. As such, this research 

study will be a valuable tool for them. Other colleagues expressed interest in the topic 

from a purely academic standpoint. There has not been any widely-viewed study quite 

like this one and they believed that it will both answer questions but even more critically, 

open up new questions and fields for endeavor. It is my hope too that this study will have 

both a practical impact through changes to district and school policies as well as to push 

further research studies to deepen the understanding of this topic.  

 While I was not sure what this study would reveal, I did have some ideas about 

which factors would come up as being extremely critical to young, highly-effective 

teachers’ choices to leave traditional public schools in favor of charter schools. I 

anticipated the biggest factors determining such a move would come down to financial 

compensation/benefits and curriculum control. Factors that would matter but not quite as 

much would be connection to like-minded teammates, career advancement, and 

administrative leadership. Finally, issues such as prestige from working at a charter 
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school, real and perceived easiness of working at a charter school, and school system 

dysfunction would come out as themes but not in meaningful ways that spearhead 

educators’ decision to leave traditional public schools. 

Links to Urban Education 

 This study connects to a major issue in urban education, the rise of charter 

schools. So much of the growth over the past 20 years has occurred in the urban cores of 

major U.S. cities (Fusarelli, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Many of these 

charter schools thrive in communities where the achievement/opportunity gap between 

students of different backgrounds are quite large and traditional public schools are failing 

or perceived as failing. Factors such as teacher pay, the strength of the unions, test scores, 

literacy, bureaucracy, per pupil spending, etc., cannot be divorced from this research 

study as evidenced by the majority of the studies referenced above.  

Links to Social Justice 

 The concept of social justice cannot be overstated with this research either. On 

both sides of the debate proponents advocate for their viewpoints using arguments about 

what is best for students (Concordia, 2013). Supporters of charter schools argue that 

traditional schools are either failing or unable to close the achievement/opportunity gap 

especially for poor and minority students. In their view bureaucracy, inefficiency, 

incompetence, and a whole host of other variables are hurting students (DeVos, n.d.) 

According to DeVos (2017): 

My mission is to unleash a new era of innovation in education to drive 

unprecedented achievement. With the help of great teachers, principals and 
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leaders, America can lead the world in student growth and development. It will 

happen in public and private schools alike, and we should embrace that. Our 

obligation isn't to any type of school - it's to students. 

 Because of this, the ability for parents and students to choose another option for their 

school is an issue of social justice. Likewise, supporters of traditional public schools 

argue that the businesslike structure of many charter schools as well as the financial 

backers suggest that they do not have the best interests of children at heart. Therefore, 

true justice is to bolster traditional public education rather than siphon off resources and 

students into charter schools (Weingarten, n.d.). 

 Stepping back from this though is perhaps a more salient point—the demographic 

group that this study seeks to discuss is currently on the front lines advocating for 

students and social justice through the closing of the achievement and opportunity gap. 

Many of these young, highly effective educators joined the profession to create a more 

equitable society through providing all students access to quality education (Teach For 

America, n.d.). Therefore, districts and campuses that can secure these educators will see 

more success through a social justice lens. This adds another benefit of this research to 

both traditional public and charter schools.  

Final Thoughts 

 Ultimately this study seeks to answer a question that could dramatically impact 

the recruitment and retainment practices of traditional public schools as well as charter 

schools. If all stakeholders, including district officials, donors, administrators, and even 

teachers themselves understood what factors lead young, highly-effective educators to 
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leave traditional public schools in favor of charter schools then everyone involved will 

make the necessary changes in order to keep this coveted teaching demographic satisfied 

and working in education for the long-term.



 

 

 

Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

This study aims to examine why young, highly effective educators leave 

traditional schools in favor of charter schools. Since their creation in 1991, over six 

percent of all public schools in the country have become charters (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015). The debate over all of this has been fierce as advocates on both sides 

argue about whether charter schools improve student achievement (Fusarelli, 2002). For 

advocates of charter schools the benefits are increased flexibility on the part of school 

leaders and teachers, as well as more competition that is designed to spur innovation 

(Fusarelli, 2002). On the other side are opponents who claim that such competition does 

not improve public education but rather weaken them as funds get siphoned off 

(Fusarelli, 2002). Regardless all of these debates though, charter school enrollments have 

swelled.  

This growth though means that teachers, administrators, and support personnel 

have more choice in the type of environment in which they work. Few studies have 

looked at this specifically, however, this literature review will examine studies that have 

analyzed the many other variables at play in working in both traditional and charter 

school settings. The studies will be discussed in relation to the following major topics 

that deal with educator satisfaction. While there are numerous benefits to working in 

charter schools, the drawbacks are clear as well. Just like working in a traditional public 

school, numerous issues are at play. This review will also discuss news articles, blog 

posts, and reports from reputable news sources, educational experts, and think tanks. 
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Finally, the literature review will culminate with a conclusion that summarizes the 

reviewed content and provides a clearer context for the current research question.  

A Few Key Definitions 

 Schools can be grouped into three major types, traditional public schools, 

private/independent schools, and charter schools.  

Traditional public schools are funded by tax dollars and provide free education to 

students based primarily on where they live. Public school districts are governed by the 

state and follow guidelines regarding curriculum, objectives, and teacher certification. 

More recently, these districts have spent considerable time having students pass state-

wide exams. Roughly 80% of K-12 schools in the United States are traditional public 

schools. 

The second category of schools are private or independent schools. Privately 

funded, these schools do not get public money and because of this are not subject to the 

same amount of regulation by local, state, and federal authorities. These schools are 

however typically governed by boards of trustees.  

The last group of schools are charter schools. These campuses essentially take on 

characteristics that are a mix of traditional public schools and private/independent 

schools. They are publicly funded and free to students, but have few guidelines than 

traditional public schools.  

Another entity that readers will hear referenced in this study is Teach For 

America, a non-profit organization that recruits recent college graduates to teach for two 

years in low-income communities (Dobbie, 2011). The application process includes 
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several requirements such as an online application, letter of intent, resume, and essay. 

Prospective candidates are then invited to a phone interview and then in-person interview 

that includes a sample teaching lesson, group discussion, written exercise and personal 

interview (Dobbie, 2011). Once admitted, recruits become corps members, undergo a 

five-week training program, and then are assigned to a region where they become 

employees of a school district. For the next two years, they receive supplementary 

training, advising, and support. Over 50 percent go on to teach for a third year. This 

literature review will discuss Teach For America in greater detail in later sections.  

Teacher Effectiveness 

This study takes a look at the factors that lead young, highly effective teachers 

leave traditional public schools in favor of charter schools. Because of this, a deeper dive 

into the topic of teacher effectiveness is warranted. That five of this study’s six 

participants were not traditionally educated as teachers yet are considered effective adds 

to the necessity of this conversation.  

In both research and policy circles there has been an ongoing debate about the 

relationship between teacher education and teacher effectiveness (Ballou & Podgursky, 

2002; Darling-Hammond, Holtzman, Gatlin, & Heilig, 2005). On one side are the 

advocates who argue that in order to be successful, teachers need to understand how 

students learn as well as how to make material accessible and this requires stronger 

preparation (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 1996; Shulman, 

1987). They further argue that this is especially true for teachers teaching low-income 

students and students of color. There are studies that support this perspective by showing 

positive effects of teacher education and certification on student achievement (Betts, 
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Rueben, & Dannenberg, 2000; Darling-Hammond, 2000b; Darling-Hammond et al., 

2005; Ferguson, 1991; Fetler, 1999; Goe, 2002; Goldhaber & Brewer, 2000; Hawk, 

Coble, & Swanson, 1985; Monk, 1994; Strauss & Sawyer, 1986; Wenglinsky, 2000; 

Wilson, Floden, & Ferrini-Mundy, 2001).  

On the other side are opponents of teacher education and certification who assert 

that teacher effectiveness is related more to general academic ability or strong subject 

matter knowledge than it is to specialized teacher training. (Ballou & Podgursky, 2000; 

Darling-Hammond et al., 2005; Finn, 1999; US Department of Education, 2002). 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2002), the expectations of numerous 

teacher certification programs are too “burdensome” and keep talented individuals out of 

teaching. For these individuals, alternative certification programs have been some of the 

most effective solutions to prevailing teacher shortages (U.S. Department of Education, 

2002). In their opinion, those systems can help if they “open the teaching profession to 

talented individuals who lack traditional credentials but possess deep knowledge of the 

subjects they teach” (Raymond et al., 2001). For some of these critics of traditional 

teacher preparation programs, Teach For America’s existence is proof of this. Raymond 

et al. (2002) note: 

TFA corps members are an admittedly select group of college graduates, culled 

from the finest universities and often performing near the top of their class…. It’s 

possible that traditional certification programs and pedagogical training are less 

necessary for them than they are for the typical teacher. (p. 68) 

 A study by Darling-Hammond et al. (2005) examines the role of teacher 

preparation and certification in teacher effectiveness for both Teach For America corps 
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members and other teachers. This study is also linked to the study by Raymond, Fletcher, 

and Luque (2001). Both studies call into question some of the assessments of Teach For 

America as leading the charge towards giving the neediest students teachers who are not 

qualified. According to Raymond et al. (2001), “This study finds that bright college 

graduates who enter TFA are as good or better than other teachers hired by the Houston 

Independent School District with teacher quality measured by the only thing that really 

matters: how much the pupils learn” (p. viii).  

On some measures, such as math for a Texas statewide exam, Teach For America 

teachers exerted a positive effect on achievement while on other national exams such as 

Aprenda, TFA teachers had a negative effect (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005). Relative to 

teachers who were certified, uncertified teachers had negative effects on student 

achievement on multiple test measures (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005). Students of 

Teach For America corps members made gains as great as those made by students of 

more experienced teachers and sometimes greater (Raymond et al., 2001). This occurred 

even though the TFA teachers underwent only a brief period of formal training before 

entering the classroom.  

Charter/Traditional Public School Debate 

  The charter schools versus traditional public schools debate is among the most 

contested topics in education since the first law allowing them to exist was passed in 

Minnesota in 1991. This was done partly in response to continuing performance data that 

showed wide and persistent gaps in student achievement most notably for the neediest 

children in urban areas (Fusarelli, 2002). Public charter schools are publicly funded 

schools that are typically governed by a group or organization that operates under a 
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contract or charter within a state or local jurisdiction (U.S. Department of Education, 

2015). State laws govern the charter schools and so state legislatures play a critical role in 

ensuring their quality (Exstrom, 2012). According to the U.S. Department of Education 

(2015), the charter typically provides more flexibility and autonomy through exemptions 

from certain state and local rules and regulations but must still maintain the 

accountability standards outlined in the charter. According to Spring (2006, p. 160), 

“charter school students must take any state-required tests,” asserting that they still have 

state standards to meet. Exstrom (2012) adds that in exchange for their freedom, charter 

schools must deliver academic results and maintain community demand. Support for 

these schools often comes from different groups such as business leaders, conservatives 

who want less money going to traditional districts, civic and community leaders along 

with parents (Fusarelli, 2002).  

This flexibility and autonomy is also supposed to challenge traditional public 

schools to improve performance through competition for students (Carruthers, 2010). A 

goal of the charter movement has been to use experimentation and innovation to see what 

forms of teaching are most effective. Currently the data offers a mixed picture of whether 

this is occurring or not but this has not curtailed the popularity of charter schools with 

some researchers, parents, educators, politicians, and state and local school board 

officials.  

Right now, charter schools enroll higher percentage of black, Hispanic, and 

American Indian/Alaska Native students than white and Asian students when compared 

to traditional public schools (Spring, 2006). Additionally, they have a higher percentage 

of students who are eligible for the free or reduced lunch program administered by the 
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Federal government (Spring, 2006). Charter schools are also more likely than traditional 

public schools to be located in larger, urban cities (Spring, 2006). As a result of all these 

variables, plus the political climate and growing debate over their legality, effectiveness, 

and value to students, charter schools have numerous challenges. Because of this, charter 

schools cannot simply focus on issues such as authorization, funding and facilities, which 

are critical to their success, but they also need to attract the best talent because teaching 

effectiveness is most closely linked to the student achievement they need to demonstrate 

in order to continue to exist (Exstrom, 2012).  

Teacher Attrition  

 Teacher attrition or the high rates of turnover amongst educators has long been an 

issue of concern among educational policy leaders. Benner (2002), suggests that this high 

turnover, especially of new teachers is extremely costly to districts. Unsurprisingly, 

schools with the toughest challenges often have the highest rates of attrition. This also 

hurts students because teacher effectiveness increases dramatically after the second year 

of teaching (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 1998). Harris (2007) makes it clear that teachers 

tend to prefer working in schools with higher achievement data. The debate about charter 

schools and traditional public schools has only added another layer to this conversation. 

One of these new challenges is with teachers having even more options for where to 

work. Schools must now use scarce resources to attract retain new teachers notes Harris 

(2007). According to Harris (2007), the teachers most likely to leave traditional public 

schools are those with the strongest academic backgrounds. According to the Center on 

Reinventing Public Education (2010), “recent research and media reports have raised 

serious concerns that teacher turnover rates in charter schools are alarmingly high.” Some 
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accounts have charter turnover rates of between 20 and 25 percent of their teachers each 

year at some campuses. In their paper on teacher attrition, the Center on Reinventing 

Public Education (2010) assert that the reasons for these high rates of turnover in charter 

schools are less clear. Some experts have argued that a less regulated labor market devoid 

of unions and hiring small amounts of non-certified teachers are to blame (Weingarten, 

n.d.) Other educational researchers point to the types of students and neighborhoods 

where charter schools tend to operate (Berliner, 2014). Regardless of the reasons for this 

turnover rate, a better understanding of the nature and scope of this problem by school 

leaders and policymakers might help start the process of designing possible policy 

remedies (Center on Reinventing Public Education, 2013). A study by researchers of this 

policy center tracked the careers of 956 newly hired charter teachers and over 19,000 

newly hired traditional teachers in Wisconsin from 1998 to 2006. This study was not 

representative of charter schools as a whole, yet the findings bring up a major point that 

is critical to the debate.  

 According to Gross & DeArmond (2010), “High teacher turnover rates in 

Wisconsin’s charter schools are mostly a function of teacher characteristics and school 

contexts, rather than a charter effect.” While it is true that charter school teachers were on 

average more likely to leave their schools than their colleagues in traditional public 

schools, with more controlled comparisons it was clear that the high rates of attrition had 

to deal with the types of teachers hired by the charter schools. These teachers tended to 

be young and inexperienced and also work in environment with the neediest of students. 

Those factors contribute to teacher turnover generally. Such findings are critical to this 

study because they suggest that perhaps the drawbacks of employment at a charter school 
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are similar to that of traditional public schools and that their benefits might be enough to 

lure away young, highly effective teachers.  

 The study conducted by Gross & DeArmond (2010), went even farther to 

examine these questions. According to their research, the top five reasons teachers in 

both traditional public schools and charter schools leave their campuses are remarkably 

similar but just play out in a different order. For example, while charter school teachers 

rated a lack of administrator support as their number one factor, workplace conditions as 

the second factor, and salary/benefits as the third factor, traditional public school teachers 

ranked these as second, third, and fifth respectively. What this shows is that while charter 

school attrition rates are concerning in the sense of the raw numbers, charter schools are 

not suffering any more than traditional public schools. This research did have some 

implications for charter schools. “Don’t ignore concerns about job loss and workload,” 

argue Gross & DeArmond (2010).  

Job security and workload are clear concerns for charter school teachers. School 

leaders can help address these concerns in a number of ways, through more 

transparent and consistent systems of evaluation, promotion, and dismissal as well 

as by paying careful attention to how teachers are coping with the demands of the 

job and the formal and informal supports they need (Gross & DeArmond, 2010).  

Moreover, charter school leaders were encouraged to diversify the teachers on their staffs 

in terms of the levels of experience they hold.  

Teacher attrition has long been known to hurt students in terms of their soft skills, 

or personal attributes that enable someone to interact effectively and harmoniously with 
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other people such as communication skills, teamwork, adaptability, etc. But the impacts 

are felt even more acutely in hard skills such as mathematical problem solving and 

literacy, as well as in behavior. Neason notes that the instability that stems from high 

rates of teacher turnover can lead to misbehavior and classroom management problems 

(2015). Inexperienced teachers who are perceived to not be in it for the long haul 

typically do not build the strongest relationships with kids. This lack of credibility can 

make enforcing rules difficult. Charter schools which generally have higher turnover and 

stricter rules than their traditional public school counterparts can suffer. 

These implications are curious because since the research came out in 2010, more 

charter schools have implemented some of the recommendations and this could factor 

into why young, highly effective teachers have continued to head their way. Additionally, 

turnover in charter schools seems to be driven by the same factors that are at play in 

traditional public schools, a combination of inexperienced teachers and the demands of 

the job (The Center on Reinventing Public Education, 2010). “Policymakers might help 

all public schools by better targeting resources (both financial and human capital) to 

schools that arguably need them the most—those that enroll the most underserved 

students—be they charter schools or traditional public schools.”  

Financial Compensation 

As with any job, salary and benefits can be a major contributor in influencing 

where educators work. Staffing shortages nationwide plus a growing sense of 

dissatisfaction among educators is leading some states to consider new plans to pay 

teachers more. Kowal, Hassel, and Hassel note that states and districts are struggling to 

“attract, support, and retain” effective teachers in the classroom (2007). According to 
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Wong (2016) the average public-school salary in the United States was $56,000 

compared to $69,000 for nurses and $83,000 for computer programmers. Other experts 

point out that raising the salary would encourage more high-achieving college graduates 

to pursue teaching especially in “less-than-desirable” schools and districts (Wong, 2016). 

Oklahoma, North Dakota, Tennessee and New Mexico are among a growing list of states 

with proposals to raise teacher salaries. Studies have shown that some increases in 

teacher salary can be linked to a reduction in turnover (Wong, 2016). In her article for 

The Atlantic, Wong also notes that it is still somewhat difficult to say if these proposals 

will have long-lasting impact on the teacher shortage more generally. She references 

several national teacher surveys that show that while teacher job satisfaction has declined 

significantly in recent years, teacher ideas about pay have changed little. This of course 

suggest that money is not the only factor a play contributing to teacher attrition.  

In many locales, charter school teachers can expect to earn significantly less than 

their public-school counterparts and enjoy less job security (Malloy & Wohlstetter, 

2003). Charter school teachers can expect to earn anywhere from 10 to 15 percent less 

than their colleagues in a traditional public school district, regardless of their levels of 

experience. According to Podgursky and Springer (2007), salary schedules are the norm 

for many traditional school districts. Essentially, millions of teachers are paid based on 

seniority and level of educational attainment; both of these variables are correlated 

weakly at best to student outcomes (Hanushek, 2003). According to Kowal et al. (2007), 

traditional salary schedules have not done their job and policymakers are searching for 

alternative methods of compensation. At the same time, Malloy & Wohlstetter (2003), 

assert that charter schools are also given increased autonomy over budget and personnel. 



33 

 

 
 

Being generally free from state pay scales, some charters can allocate budgets as they see 

fit and can feasibly pay higher teacher salaries (Carruthers, 2010). For numerous charters 

this school-based decision-making is common and leaders can adjust salaries to their 

campus’ individual needs (Kowal et al., 2007). Many charters do not use pay scales and 

those that do use it more as a starting point for pay (Kowal et al., 2007).  Carruthers 

(2010) further notes, “One New York City charter school famously offers teacher 

compensation packages in excess of $125,000,” (p. 4). Strategies such as this one has led 

charter schools to see more success in recruiting teachers with “higher academic 

credentials” (Kowal, et al., 2007). Charter schools are also more willing to pay a higher 

price for teachers in hard-to-staff subjects notes Kowal et al. (2007). The lack of unions 

at many charters plays a role here too allowing charter schools and employees to 

negotiate salaries.  

Traditional school districts in urban areas with high levels of competition from 

national ranked charter schools have been experimenting with paying teachers more. In 

Summer 2017 the Houston Independent School District passed a budget with an average 

of a three percent increase in salary for teachers and staff (Webb, 2017). Houston is a 

district that competes heavily with a variety of charter entities such as KIPP, YES Prep 

Public Schools, Harmony Science Academies, etc. and the salary increase could be a 

strategy to stay in the same pay range.  

Merit pay also factors in here as well. Since the 1980s about 10 percent of school 

districts have utilized pay-for performance programs (Kowal et al., 2007). While the vast 

majority of traditional public schools do not offer this (a few are still experimenting with 

it), many charter schools do employ some form of merit pay system. It is quite common 
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and plays out in various ways with “performance” meaning several different things notes 

Kowal et al. (2007). This is in line with over 61% of companies that offer types of 

incentive pay systems (Hein, 1996). Salary thus can be both a motivating factor that 

keeps teachers in traditional schools when those salaries are more competitive or pushes 

them to charter schools when those salaries are higher. 

Benefits 

Other literature also details new benefits that some charter schools are trying to 

use to recruit and retain teachers. Once again, the data is mixed because of the wide array 

of charter schools. On average charter schools tend to offer less benefits due to less 

access to the financial resources that traditional public schools have. Teachers and staff at 

these schools may see this through lack of access to a teacher retirement program or even 

full health insurance coverage.  

Yet more recently, at least among some charter schools there appears to be a shift. 

According to Neason (2015), more charter school leaders are realizing that “stability and 

consistency matter.” “As a result, schools are offering new perks designed to build 

sustainable staffs, like retirement plans, on-site childcare, and nutrition advice,” (Neason, 

2015). More and more schools are offering these non-financial rewards to lure in and 

keep the best teachers (Kowal et al., 2007). The goal of these new efforts seems to be to 

send two messages, one that new and younger teachers need to take care of themselves 

and two, charter schools want them to stick around. Changing the perceptions of charter 

schools from “churn and burn” factories is an uphill battle. According to Neason (2015), 

the deeply ingrained perception is that charter jobs are high-velocity detours for young 

educators before they do something else. Some charter networks and campuses want to 
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rebrand charter school teaching as a viable long term career path and even one that 

includes the job security typically associated with traditional public schools. If this is 

true, it could explain why some young, highly effective educators have made the switch 

to charter schools. Neason (2015) adds that these changes do not always match the 

pensions, union protections, and tenure provisions that some traditional teachers have. 

This research study would be able to provide analysis of whether or not perks such as this 

are incentive enough to entice young, highly effective educators. 

Curriculum Control and Professional Climate 

Unlike traditional public schools, charters often have much more free reign in 

terms of what they teach and how they teach it (Berliner & Glass, 2014). This type of 

freedom in an era of high-stakes testing and “teaching to the test” could be a major 

selling point to some educators. According to Berliner & Glass (2014), charter schools 

also have more control over discipline policies, dress code, and budgetary matters than 

most schools.  

Various literature point to the major role that professional climate plays in teacher 

satisfaction and retention. Urick (2012) asserts that schools with high rates of teacher 

turnover tend to struggle to create and maintain the structures necessary to increase 

student achievement. Those same schools will now see more teachers leave as a result of 

the campus’ poor performance. Other critical factors such as teacher autonomy, 

participative decision-making, principal support, teacher recognition, a common vision, 

professional development and a strong teacher community can also influence teachers’ 

job satisfaction (Bogler, 2001). In 2015 The American Federation of Teachers partnered 

with the Badass Teachers Association to conduct a nationwide quality of work-life 
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survey. Of the over 30,000 respondents, only 46 percent named salaries as a major source 

of stress in the workplace (American Federation of Teachers, 2015). Rather it was a 

combination of testing fatigue, bloated bureaucracy, and not enough time to develop 

professionally that took a significant toll on teachers’ job satisfaction. The same survey 

noted that 75 percent of respondents complained that new initiatives often did not include 

proper training or professional development.  

Charter schools which tend to have small staffs can sometimes establish a more 

“family or community” based atmosphere in which both teachers and administrators 

enjoy a closer relationship. This can result in more leeway regarding curriculum control 

and teaching style and even spill over into opportunities to craft policies around the 

running of the school itself.  

Campus leadership style coupled with teacher personality and working style can 

play a critical role in teacher attrition as well (Urick, 2012). “Principal perception is 

important since the principal is the formal leader and makes decisions that contribute to 

the ways in which teachers experience the school environment” (Urick, 2012, p.132). 

Teachers working in schools where the principal is controlling tend to leave the 

educational field quicker than teachers working in schools without such controlling 

leaders (Urick, 2012). Charter school educators generally enjoy their professional lives in 

terms of their colleagues and the school (Malloy & Wohlstetter, 2013). 

Opportunities for Advancement 

 The various factors mentioned previously, coupled with a climate that values 

perceived effectiveness over tenure, could provide yet another incentive for a younger 



37 

 

 
 

educator who wants the opportunity to be a part of a school’s decision-making process. 

The rapid growth in the charter movement comes into play here as well. As more and 

more charter schools open around the country, there is widespread opportunity for a crop 

of young educators to step in and fill leadership roles that they might otherwise spend ten 

years working towards in a traditional district.  

 Huge opportunities exist in general for young teachers entering the job market 

argues Concordia University (2013). “Demand for qualified teachers remains high, and 

charter schools are searching for the best,” (Concordia University, 2013). With 300 to 

400 new charter schools launching each year, there are over 130,000 applicants battling it 

out for 14,000 seats in New York City’s charter schools in 2012 (Concordia University, 

2013). This means that for the near future there will be continued growth in the sector. 

“As the popularity continues to spread across the U.S., teachers may find themselves with 

plenty of location and relocation options as well.”  

Charter School Uniqueness 

 While it is not unusual to hear stories about how overworked teachers are, this 

idea has been extended for those of the charter school teacher who is known to work 

more hours on average than the typical traditional public school educator. According to 

Concordia University (2013), charter school teachers work an average of 60 to 80 hours 

per week, especially during the first few years of a school’s opening.  

 Another interesting regarding charter schools is their “at will” employment. 

Essentially, school leaders have the ability to fire staff and teachers without advance 

notice for any reason (Concordia University, 2013). While this is typically looked at as a 
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negative, Concordia University (2013) frames this as a positive for some younger 

teachers who as a result of being “at will” employees, can also resign without penalty or 

legal repercussions. Doing something such as this in a traditional public school might 

even cause a teacher to lose their credentials. This type of flexibility which is usually 

presented as a negative might not be as much of an issue for the coveted young and 

highly effective educator.  

 Teacher identity is another factor worth discussing, especially in terms of the 

similarities that exist between young, highly effective teachers and the typical staff 

members charter schools attract. Data from the National Center for Education Statistics 

(2011) show that charter schools attract teachers that are more diverse than their 

traditional public school peers. There are also twice as many black and Hispanic teachers 

in this school. On the whole charter school teachers are less experienced. According to 

the National Center for Education Statistics (2011), thirty percent were in their first three 

years of teaching and 75 percent had taught for less than 10 years compared to 15 percent 

and 43 percent respectively. Additionally, there is data to suggest that charter school 

teachers are more likely than their traditional public school peers to have attended a 

competitive or selective college or university. One curious question is whether or not 

traditional public school districts have realized this and are valuing this diversity in order 

to keep their young, highly effective teachers happy.  

Connections to Teach For America 

 Large numbers of Teach For America corps members and alumni currently work 

at charter schools. According to Neason (2015), many “no excuses” schools rely heavily 

on Teach For America which imports young teachers ready to work in high stress 
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environments for two years. Currently around one third of Teach For America corps 

members begin their teaching careers at charter schools with additional numbers heading 

to charter schools after their initial two-year corps commitment is over. Five of the six 

participants in this research study, along with myself are alumni of Teach For America 

and so it becomes quite important to think about the effects, if any that Teach For 

America might have on why young, highly effective educators move to charter schools.  

 “Teach For America (TFA) is a non-profit organization that recruits recent 

college graduates to teach for two years in low-income communities,” (Dobbie, 2011, p. 

3). The organization started as the brainchild of Wendy Kopp who came up with the plan 

for the corps as part of her undergraduate thesis at Princeton University in 1989. In 1990 

when Teach For America got off the ground, there were 2,500 applicants for 500 teaching 

spots in New York, North Carolina, Louisiana, Georgia, and Los Angeles (Dobbie, 

2011).  

Since then, Teach For America corps members and alumni have taught over three 

million students and there are more than 10,000 corps members in over 100 “high-need” 

districts across the nation. According to Dobbie (2011), more than 80 percent of the 

students served by Teach For America teachers qualify for the federal free or reduced-

price lunch program and over 90 percent are black or Hispanic.  

That the entry into Teach For America is highly competitive has been the subject 

of numerous research and discussion (Dobbie, 2011). When I joined the corps in 2010, 

more than 46,000 individuals had applied but only about 4,000 were accepted. Ivy 

League universities saw over 10 percent of their graduating seniors apply to TFA 

(Dobbie, 2011). Historically black colleges and universities also provide a bevy of 
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applicants with 20 percent and 10 percent of Spelman and Morehouse Colleges senior 

classes applying respectively (Dobbie, 2011). In recent years, there has a been a 

tremendous uptick in the diversity of the corps as well. In 2010 almost 30 percent of the 

corps had received Pell Grants and were people of color; in 2017 both of those numbers 

are up (Teach For America, n.d.) 

Teach For America recruits individuals who possess strong academic records and 

exhibit leadership skills (Dobbie, 2011). Exposure to teaching practice is not required and 

the potential to be an effective teacher is weighed more heavily than experience in a 

teacher preparation program, although the numbers of corps members coming into the 

organization with an education major background has been increasing in the past ten 

years.  

Corps members accept their offers in late Fall and early Spring before heading to 

a five-week summer institute designed to prepare them for their own classrooms during 

the upcoming school year. During the summer, corps members typically are responsible 

for teaching one class for local summer school students and attend a variety of 

professional development sessions for the rest of the day. These sessions cover a wide 

range of topics such as teaching practice, classroom management, diversity and equity, 

learning theory, literacy development, leadership, and more recently, culturally 

responsive pedagogy. During the Spring corps members found out what region they 

would head to and over the summer they find out what grade level and content area they 

will teach along with starting the formal paperwork process for the schools. According to 

Decker et al. (2006), over 90 percent of corps members are matched to one of the regions 

of their choice. As far as their grade level and subject placement, this is determined by a 
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host of factors such as corps members’ academic backgrounds, state certification 

requirements, and school district needs.  

“TFA corps members are employed and paid directly by the school districts for 

which they work, and generally receive the same salaries and health benefits as other first 

year teachers,” (Dobbie, 2011, p. 4). Many districts also pay Teach For America a fee of 

around $2,000 for each teacher for the cost of recruiting and training incoming corps 

members. The organization also provides some corps members with transitional grants 

and interest free loans based on need that help the new teachers with the cost of 

relocating and also to help them survive until their first paychecks. Moreover, as a part of 

AmeriCorps, corps members are eligible for an education award for both of their years of 

service. For 2010 corps members, this award was about $5,000 per year and could be 

used towards past of future educational expenses such as tuition or paying off loans.  

Because most Teach For America corps members are not education majors, they 

end up going through alternative certification programs in their districts and states. 

“Typically, they must take and pass exams required by their districts before they begin 

teaching,” (Dobbie, 2011, p. 4). Some states also require them to take additional courses 

or add an advanced degree to meet certification requirements. In recent years TFA 

recruits have been getting more preparation from Teach For America and formal teacher 

education programs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005). Darling-Hammond et al. (2005) 

also suggest that in districts with high percentages of teachers with little preparation, the 

Teach For America organization makes a positive contribution. In these districts with 

large numbers of poor and minority students, there is likely to be high teacher turnover 

and a relatively high number of classrooms staffed by substitute teachers. In these 
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contexts, Teach For America corps members who serve for at least two years provide a 

degree of stability (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005).  

The role Teach For America plays both directly and indirectly in the charter 

movement cannot be understated. Teach For America alum have started numerous charter 

schools around the country, the organization places over one third of their incoming corps 

members in charter schools, and alumni have been flocking to them for years. In different 

years working at the Houston training institute I have seen upwards of forty percent of 

staff members who coach the new teachers worked at charter schools. While the 

organization maintains the appearance of taking no sides in the debate, it seems clear that 

Teach For America supports not only the existence of charter schools but their growth 

and continued employment of people affiliated with the organization.  

Summary 

 Current research is extremely strong in terms of looking at the effectiveness of 

charters schools in comparison to their traditional school counterparts. Ample research 

also exists to review about why educators leave the field. There is far less research 

surrounding how charter school teachers view themselves and why young, highly-

effective traditional district teachers move to charter schools. This suggests that this 

research study could fill a gap in the field.



 

 

 

Chapter 3 

Method 

Introduction 

As the number of charter schools has grown in recent years, so has the debate 

around their legality and effectiveness. These discussions occur amidst other educational 

debates surrounding teacher attrition, compensation, benefits, school health, and a 

multitude of other issues. More choices in types of schools has however given teachers 

more options for where to work. One demographic group in particular that is interesting 

to think about in this new climate is the young, highly effective educator.  

The Research Question Revisited 

This qualitative study sought to answer one broad question:  

(1) What factors lead young, highly-effective educators to leave traditional public 

school placements and begin working in charter schools? 

The answers to this question yields potential benefits for both traditional public 

schools and charter schools as they will then be able to design/redesign policies that keep 

this group of educators working for them. 

The Qualitative Research Paradigm 

 Qualitative research designs, with roots in cultural anthropology and sociology, 

has only been more recently adopted by educational researchers (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 

2015). The goal of the design is to understand phenomena by investigating it through the 

processes of comparing, contrasting, classifying, analyzing, and synthesizing data from 

participants. In order to do this, researchers essentially must enter the world of their 
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participants and get their perspectives before interpreting it and then reporting on the 

findings.  

 Some researchers (Cresswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2015) assert that the two major 

research methodologies, — qualitative and quantitative, do not contradict each other, but 

rather each possesses a unique utility that whether separately applied or utilized in 

conjunction one another can answer research questions of interest. This study however, 

relied exclusively on a qualitative methodology. 

The following is a synthesis of common characteristics of qualitative research as 

presented by various scholars, namely Cresswell (2014) and Maxwell (2005) as well as 

the ways in which this study fits within that type of research. Qualitative research is done 

in a natural and not contrived setting such as a lab or with participants sent something to 

then report on (Cresswell, 2014). Participants in this study were observed and engaged in 

their own locations through face to face interactions over time. Additionally, in this study 

I acted as a key instrument in the data collection process as well as during the analysis 

phases. Multiple sources of data were used in this particular study. This included 

interviews, observations, and participant written responses. In qualitative research, both 

deductive and inductive reasoning is used. Researchers must build patterns, categories, 

and themes upward (Cresswell, 2014). Once again that is what this study did.  

Moreover, a major focus of qualitative is to learn the meaning that participants 

held about a problem or issue (Cresswell, 2014); in this case the study focused on 

learning why young, highly effective teachers left traditional public schools in favor of 

charter campuses. An emergent design was also used in which processes and procedures 

changed based on observations of the participants and the participants written responses. 
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Most notably this occurred through the use of different survey and interview questions 

than originally planned. The reasoning for this was to dive deeper into topics that 

participants either shied away from or that they brought up. This ensured that the reader 

would be able to get a clearer picture of the factors that led the participants to make the 

choices they did with regards to where they chose to work.  

Finally, researchers value reflexivity by thinking about their role, who they are as 

individuals and how that has the potential to shape their interpretations and thus findings 

in the data (Cresswell, 2014). With this study, I made sure to spend time discussing how 

my own interpretations can shape the findings of this study. Last but not least, holistic 

account of the phenomena was created with a complex picture of the problem and 

multiple perspectives reported. This was done to provide readers with a comprehensive 

idea of the factors that led young, highly effective educators to leave traditional public 

schools in favor of charter schools.  

Phenomenological Case Study Research Design 

For this study a qualitative multi-case sampling design was utilized. The 

following section will focus on a brief history of case study research, as well as provide a 

definition, and explore the misconceptions of the case study approach. Finally, it will 

conclude with an explanation of why this sampling approach was chosen.  

With his rubber band analogy, Maxwell (2005) asserts that qualitative design 

allows for considerable flexibility but still has constraints on it imposed by its different 

parts which if violated, make the design ineffective. In order to create an effective group 

of case studies, this study took a look at the work of several well-known case study 
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researchers. Two of these notable individuals include Robert K. Yin (2009) and Robert E. 

Stake (1995) who suggested strategies for effectively employing case studies in 

qualitative research.  

That said, while the benefits of case studies are useful, there are some key 

misconceptions that should be noted. According to Flyvbjerg (2006), the five greatest 

misunderstandings of utilizing case studies include: (1) theoretical knowledge is more 

valuable than practical knowledge; (2) one cannot generalize from a single case, 

therefore, the single-case study cannot contribute to scientific development; (3) the case 

study is most useful for generating hypotheses, whereas other methods are more suitable 

for hypotheses testing and theory building; (4) the case study contains a bias toward 

verification; and (5) it is often difficult to summarize specific case studies.  

Case study is one of the most frequently used qualitative research approaches. 

Yazan (2015) acknowledges questions about the legitimacy of qualitative research in 

general and case study in particular. Several additional authors provide procedures for 

effective case study research. Yin (2002) defines a case as a “contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and 

context are not clear and the researcher has little control over the phenomenon and 

context” (p. 45). Because of this it is more beneficial to view case study as the study of a 

program or people rather than a study of events and processes. Stake (1995) defines case 

study methodology as inquiry through which a researcher analyzes a program, event, 

activity, or process for one or more individuals. These cases are limited by time and 

activity and researchers collect data using a variety of data collection procedures over a 

determined period of time.  
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For this study, the phenomenon being investigated were the factors that lead 

young, highly effective educators to leave their jobs in traditional public schools in favor 

of employment with charter schools. The cases were the six participants who had done 

just that. Data was collected through participant written responses, observations, 

participant survey responses and a phone interview.  

Yin (2009) identified five components for effectual case study research design: 

(1) research questions; (2) propositions or purpose of study; (3) unit analysis; (4) logic 

that links data to propositions; and (5) criteria for interpreting findings. With this in mind, 

the most appropriate question-type for qualitative case studies are “how” and “why” 

questions in that the open-ended questioning strategy allows for more in-depth 

examination of the participants by the researcher. The focus of the initial written 

responses was to get a gauge for who the participants viewed themselves and being and 

their reasons for their decision. The survey then was geared towards allowing them to 

compare, synthesize, and evaluate the judgement calls and even the rationale for their 

decisions. Finally, the phone interviews allowed participants to hear back some of their 

original thoughts and also add clarity to any unclear responses or make any additional 

thoughts known. Next comes the determination of the purpose of the study. The purpose 

of this study was to determine the factors that led young, highly effective educators to go 

to charter schools after leaving traditional public school campuses. Yin’s third component 

is the unit of analysis which for this particular study centered on participant’s own 

reflections. After this it is critical to connect the data to propositions through connecting 

emerging themes to the answering of the research question. Finally, meaning should be 
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pulled out from the findings so that recommendations for future practice and research can 

be made.  

This study utilized the multi-case study research design in order to provide 

readers with a more extensive background from multiple perspectives. The use of six 

participants of different experiences can lead to broader questions in terms of 

generalizability of the study as well as just provide a richer narrative. To increase 

generalizability, this study conducted both within case and across case examinations. 

Additionally, this research relied on a conceptual framework that says that both external 

factors such as school environment, district polices, etc., and internal factors such as 

personal philosophy and drive for leadership played a role in the factors that lead young, 

highly effective educators to leave traditional districts in favor of charter schools. Taking 

on a social constructivist viewpoint, the research explored the experiences of six 

individuals in order to understand their explanation of why they decided to leave a 

traditional school district and move to a charter school. This was done through the use of 

observation notes, participant written responses, extensive survey, and phone interviews 

that pushed the participants to reveal what is going on in their world.  

The Researcher’s Role 

 Embarking on a qualitative research study where the role of the researcher is that 

of the primary data collector, it is necessary to discuss the identification of personal 

experiences, conflicts of interest, assumptions, and biases at the outset of the project. 

Here the research can play the role of valuable instrument as well. The researcher’s 

contribution to the research setting need not be detrimental to any findings, but can often 

be a valuable asset.  
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 In this case, my past experiences mesh well with that of my participants. I too was 

a young, highly-effective traditional district teacher who decided to transfer to a charter 

school. I of course have my own reasons for leaving but I am not sure of the extent that 

this might be explained by my identification as a Black male from an immigrant 

background who grew up in lower middle-class surroundings and shares a similar 

background with my students. I wanted to find out what other individuals felt. My 

knowledge of the topics in this research is of value here because it helped me to 

formulate questions and to probe participants deeper because I am aware of the settings in 

which they work and some of the contexts of which they might be thinking. At the same 

time, I needed to be aware that my own experience in answering this question could lead 

me to expect and then look for certain themes. For example, my own experience as a 

student in a magnet program whose best friends attended an under-resourced school 

might make me assign extra significance to participant’s responses to the degree to which 

working in a more at-risk community played a role in their decision making. Or, the fact 

that I do share a similar background with my students and have always attended diverse 

schools from elementary to college could lead me to downplay the significance to which 

participants in this study feel that working in more emotionally safe environments with 

adults who look and act like them has led them to charter schools. These are things I took 

into consideration to make sure that the data from the study is not jeopardized.  

 Additionally, I considered the concept of backyard research and how my 

connections with the participants and their setting could compromise the study. A few of 

the roles I thought about included my work with Teach For America as a 2010 Houston 

Corps Member and now summer Curriculum Specialist (coach of incoming teachers) and 
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Houston Independent School District as a teacher, department chairperson, and new 

teacher trainer. I also thought about my roles as a former member of the American 

Federation of Teachers, teacher at a KIPP campus and student at the University of 

Houston. Finally, I considered my current role as an Assistant Principal who is back 

working at a traditional public school. These roles within many of the educational 

organizations in the city, mean that I know quite a bit of the people in the sample I chose 

my participants from. I know many of them from social, work, and personal circles which 

I had to reflect on because I did not want those relationships to unduly influence both 

their responses of the participants to me and my own interpretations of the findings.  

 My work in these arenas has been varied as much as the organizations themselves 

are committed to goals that are not always aligned. My involvement with Teach For 

America and KIPP could lead some to assume that I subscribe to their perceived line of 

thinking in terms of school choice and education reform but that is balanced by my work 

with a traditional school district and teacher’s union which typically lines up on the other 

end of the political spectrum. Moreover, I might simply hold strong relationships with the 

gatekeepers of the research settings and a few of the participants, but I will not have any 

sort of power dynamic over them that could lead to inaccurate response data. As someone 

who essentially has supported both charter and traditional public schools I do not have a 

vested interest in using the data from the study to further the ambitions of either group. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

This research study relied on purposefully selected participants and sites. The 

settings were several public meeting spaces, charter school campuses and casual 

dining/coffee shop establishments around Houston. There were two phases of data 

collection, a preliminary research phase using observations and written responses from 

six participants followed by the full research study consisting of a more in depth survey 

and phone interview. The use of the preliminary research data collection, analysis and 

conclusions were to drive deeper and more pertinent questioning and collection of data 

and further analysis during the official part of the study. I found this practice run through 

to be highly valuable and many of the conclusions drawn from the preliminary stage 

coincided with those found during more in depth part of the case studies.  

Participants. For this study, I selected participants that I know as colleagues by 

employing a mixture of both criterion and convenience sampling. Criterion sampling is a 

type of purposeful sampling, a technique often used in qualitative research to identify and 

select cases rich in information (Patton, 2002). According to Cresswell and Plano (2007), 

this involves identifying and selecting participants who are knowledgeable about the 

phenomena to be studied. Additionally, these participants must be available and willing 

to participate. According to Dörnyei (2007) and Etikan (2015), convenience sampling can 

also be known as haphazard or accidental sampling. It is essentially a non-random 

sampling where members of a target population that meet certain criteria are included in a 

study. The typical criteria for convenience sampling is geographic proximity, availability, 

and willingness to participate. With this study, a criterion-i sampling was used first. I 

created a list of all the educators that I knew who fit several key criteria. The first 
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criterion was that the teacher needed to be under age 40, younger than 43, the average age 

of a teacher in the United States (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). The second 

criterion was that the teacher needed to have taught for at least two years. The third 

criterion that the teacher must have been labeled as highly effective based either on 

evaluations by their supervisor, building principal, or district rating system or have 

employment with an educational non-profit that focuses on teacher development. This 

particular criterion was chosen because the term “effective” was too vague. However, in 

the current educational climate, teacher evaluations are used for hiring and firing 

practices. Also, work in the teacher-education field typically relies on the hiring of 

individuals that have been rated as exemplary teachers by a host of proven experts. I 

knew that selecting participants who worked in this regard would be trustworthy in terms 

of whether or not they were effective teachers. The last criterion was that the participants 

had to have left a traditional public school in favor of a charter school or at least 

interviewed or thought about making a transition. From this large list of colleagues, I 

narrowed down the list through the lens of convenience sampling. I made a smaller list of 

potential participants based on convenience and willingness to participate. This was 

essentially based on how well I knew them, whether or not I had their contact information 

or knew someone who did.  

I finished the selection process by further condensing this list of potential 

participants based on diversity considerations. My thought process here was to choose 

participants who could be considered to embody a wide cross-section of teacher society 

in order to provide readers a richer description of experiences that impacted the teachers’ 

decisions to go from a traditional public school to a charter school. I also went with six 
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participants because I thought this would be provide ample room for both within case and 

across case comparison, contrast, analysis, and synthesis. These individuals were selected 

with several major factors in mind. The factors included diversity of racial/ethnic 

background, gender, age, family structure, geographic area of their teaching experience, 

affiliation with Teach For America, and current work placement. The following chart 

illustrates who the six participants are: 

 Race & 

Ethnicity 

Gender Age Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Effectiveness 

Criteria 

Family 

Structure 

Work 

Placement 

Teach 

For 

America 

Alumni 

1 White Male 25-

40 

16 Teach For 

America staff 

trainer & district 

evaluations 

No kids Houston Yes  

2 Hispanic Female 25-

30 

3-5 Teach For 

America staff 

trainer 

No kids Miami Yes 

3 Hispanic Female 25-

30 

6-10 District 

Evaluations & 

Principal 

Recommendation 

Married 

with no 

kids 

Houston Yes  

4 White Male 30-

35 

6-10 District 

Evaluations 

Married 

with no 

kids 

Houston No  

5 White Woman 30-

35 

6-10 Teach For 

America staff 

trainer 

Married 

with two 

kids 

New 

Orleans & 

Austin 

Yes  

6 Multi-

ethnic 

Woman  25-

20 

0-5 Teach For 

America staff 

trainer 

No kids Hawaii Yes  

 

 In the end, I selected one white woman, two white men, two Hispanic women, 

and one multi-ethnic woman. The participants have taught from between two years and 

16 years. Three taught in Houston, Texas, one taught in Hawaii, one taught in Austin, 

Texas and New Orleans, Louisiana while the final participant taught in Miami, Florida 

and Los Angeles, California. Three of them were rated highly effective by their district 

evaluations while the other three worked as summer staff members for Teach For 
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America’s training institute. Five of the six participants are Teach For America alumni. 

My experiences with Teach For America have provided me with a strong base of 

connection there. That said, I made sure to get participants with a range of views about 

the organization. Four are strongly connected to TFA while the other does not associate 

with any alumni events. I also chose one participant who is not connected with the 

organization to provide experience that could run counter to what the other participants 

said. One participant is transitioning to a charter school, having signed a contract but not 

begun working yet. Two participants ended up deciding not to go to work at a charter 

school. I included them as participants anyway because their responses add to the 

richness of the study and readers can only benefit from more information. One participant 

has kids, and two are considering having kids in the near future. Once again, I opted to 

include participants from a range of experiences in this regard to get the best information 

for readers. Last but not least, all participants were given pseudonyms in order to limit 

their identity.  

 Instrumentation. Several instruments were used in this research study. First I 

observed the participants and took field notes. Then participants completed set of over 20 

open-ended written response questions that dealt with demographic information, 

background information, teaching experience, and reasons for transitioning to a charter 

school. These written response questions can be found in Appendix A. After that, 

participants completed a more extensive online survey of over 50 questions that asked 

similar but also more detailed questions. The format of this survey was open-ended, 

multiple-choice, short response, and also included questions for participants to rank 

different variables and compare them along a scale of agree/disagree. A sample of these 
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survey questions can be found in Appendix B. Finally, I conducted a one to two-hour 

phone interview with the participants. A sample of the phone interview protocol can be 

found in Appendix C.  

Collection procedures. Data was collected through the use field notes from 

observations of the participants, participant written responses, participant survey 

responses, and then finally phone interviews. I contacted participants through phone calls 

and emails. Informed consent was explained via phone call and also the IRB paperwork 

provided to participants who returned the paperwork to me signed. Copies of the IRB 

paperwork can be found in Appendix D.  

Through qualitative observation, I acted as a researcher and as a participant when 

formulating and asking open-ended questions (Cresswell, 2014). The advantages of this 

method were the ability for the researcher to get up close and to see things that might go 

unnoticed. Limitations of the method included the potential for me to be intrusive to the 

setting (Cresswell, 2014).  

Participant written responses offered rich answers to questions that the 

participants had time to reflect on and answer as they saw fit. The limitation of this 

strategy was that I was not around the participants to know where they were, what they 

were doing, who they were with, etc., which could potentially affect their responses. 

Survey responses by the participants offered a more extensive list of answers to 

questions that were framed as either open-ended, multiple-choice, or a ranking system or 

determination along a spectrum. Once again, a limitation of this data was that I was not 
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around the participants to know where they were, what they were doing, who they were 

with, etc., which could potentially affect their responses. 

Finally, phone interviews were beneficial in allowing me to continue build rapport 

with participants and also to see how the responses might be effected by my additional 

questioning. Strict interview protocols were used and all written interviews were also 

recorded. The limitation of this strategy was that pertinent information could possibly 

have been omitted by participants in the one-on-one setting. I also made sure to read back 

my notes from the conversations to allow participants to member check what I was 

collecting.  

A timetable of the data collection process is included below.  

Step Process 

1.  List of potential participants was created, reviewed, and cut down 

2.  Participant response questions were made and reviewed 

3.  Participants were contacted and agreed to be a part of the study 

4.  Participants were observed in a multitude of settings 

5.  Participants completed the written responses 

6.  Written responses were analyzed in the preliminary research phase 

7.  Preliminary findings were written 

8.  More extensive survey was created based on preliminary research 
findings 

9.  Participants completed survey 

10.  Interview questions were created based on survey responses 

11.  Phone interviews were conducted 

12.  Full research findings were analyzed 

13.  Conclusions and recommendations were made 

 

Taken all together, these sources of data paint a full picture of participants’ 

feelings about the research question. Overall, they spoke to the participants’ self-efficacy, 

satisfaction with their environment, overall strengths as an educator, and explained why 
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they made the decisions they did to leave a traditional public school in favor of a charter 

campus.  

Data Description, Analysis, and Interpretation 

Data from the study was segmented, taken apart, and then put back together.  

Interpretation of the findings was ongoing and went hand-in-hand with more data 

collection. To analyze the data the study relied on using classical content and constant 

comparative strategies both within and across cases. Responses were read, comments 

were highlighted, assigned various phrases or descriptors, and chunked with other like 

responses. Additionally, I counted the frequency of words and phrases as well as made 

notes on the amount of time participants focused on different topics. All of this was then 

combined to create various themes. Findings were then interpreted through a mix of my 

own understandings in conjunction with the data and comparisons with literature and 

common beliefs in the media and popular culture. Finally, past findings were confirmed 

or seen as divergent and new questions created to be asked and follow-up studies 

encouraged.  

Validity, Reliability, and Credibility, etc. 

 Validity and reliability have different meanings in the context of qualitative 

research than they do in quantitative research. (Cresswell, 2014). Here validity will relate 

to the accuracy researchers can get by employing certain procedures. Reliability deals 

with using approaches that are consistent across researchers and projects (Cresswell, 

2014). Rather than use these terms however, I will rely on the following:  
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Traditional Term Term for this Study 

Internal Validity Credibility 

External Validity Transferability 

Reliability Dependability 

Objectivity Confirmability 

 

 In order to maximize credibility, this study employed several approaches. First, 

data was triangulated through the use of multiple data sources including participant 

observations, participant written responses, participant survey responses and then phone 

interviews with different participants in different settings at different times in order to 

establish similar themes. Additionally, the study used the strategy of member checking by 

taking specific descriptions of themes or even the final report back to participants to have 

them check to see how accurate it is to their feelings. Rich, thick descriptions of the 

participants and settings were also used along with some negative or contradictory 

evidence of the any emerging themes. Finally, the study employed the use of peer 

debriefing by having non-researchers take a look at the study to see how it might resonate 

with readers. Additionally, dependability was reinforced by checking transcripts for 

errors.  

For generalizability or transferability participants were chosen for the diversity of 

their backgrounds and experiences. This makes it easier to assert that the findings can be 

generalizable to multiple contexts, school districts, geographic regions, and teachers 

within the targeted demographic group.  

Reporting the Findings 

 Data from this study was reported through an in-depth analysis of the cases. The 

findings and interpretations were presented through the use of quotes, dialogue, 
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participant reflections, and follow-up responses from the researcher. This narrative, rather 

than scientific report, used thick descriptions of participants and the settings to 

communicate a holistic image of why young, highly effective educators move from 

traditional school districts to charter schools.  



 

 

 

Chapter 4 

Findings 

Introduction 

The past 15 years have seen a surge in the number of charter schools and the 

students they serve. In 2005 charters enrolled two percent of the U.S. student population 

(Kowal et al., 2007) and by 2015 that number had jumped to six percent (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017). Debates about both their effectiveness and legality have 

occurred frequently. With more options for the types of schools they can work in, some 

young, highly effective educators have chosen to leave traditional public schools in favor 

of charter campuses.  

The Research Question Revisited 

This study seeks to answer one broad question: what factors lead young, highly-

effective educators to leave traditional public school placements and begin working in 

charter schools. In order to do this, the study looked at the experiences and feelings of six 

participants under age 40 who are considered highly-effective either through their 

campus or district evaluations, or their employment with a reputable educational agency. 

Through observations, their responses to initial questions, in depth survey answers, and 

phone interview conversations, readers will have a better idea of what led each 

participant to make the choice they did about where to work.   
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Participants 

 Age Effectiveness 

Criteria 

Previous 

Employment 

Current 

Employment 

Demographic 

Information 

Bikash Late 

Thirties 

Continuing 

employment with 

Teach For 

America as staff 

trainer, Master 

Teacher status 

with YES Prep 

Public Schools, 

and Kinder Award 

winner 

Houston 

Independent 

School 

District 

(Texas) 

YES, Prep 

Public 

Schools 

White Male 

from Ohio 

Frances Mid-

Twenties 

Employment with 

Teach For 

America as staff 

trainer 

Miami-Dade 

County 

Public 

Schools 

(Florida) 

KIPP LA Hispanic 

Female from 

Florida 

Jessica Late 

Twenties 

Principal 

Recommendation 

Houston 

Independent 

School 

District 

(Texas) 

Katy 

Independent 

School 

District 

Hispanic 

Female from 

Texas 

Brandon Mid 

Thirties 

Assistant Principal 

Recommendation 

Houston 

Independent 

School 

District 

(Texas) 

Katy 

Independent 

School 

District 

White Male 

from Texas 

Natalie Early 

Thirties 

Employment with 

Teach For 

America as staff 

trainer, 

Administrative 

Role in Current 

Campus 

Recovery 

School 

District in 

New Orleans 

(Louisiana) 

KIPP Austin White Female 

from 

Wisconsin 

Daniella Mid-

Twenties 

Employment with 

Teach For 

America as staff 

trainer 

Leeward 

District 

(Hawaii) 

KIPP Bay 

Area 

(California) 

Multi-ethnic 

female from 

Hawaii 
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Bikash. Bikash is a white male teacher who is currently approaching middle age. 

He has been teaching for over ten years at his currently campus, a high-performing 8-12 

charter school in Houston, Texas. Previously he worked at a Houston Independent School 

District elementary school. Bikash came to teaching through Teach For America after 

graduating from college in Ohio. He has taught multiple subjects and grade levels during 

his tenure as well as coached several different sports and led a video production team and 

drumline. In addition to his work in the classroom, this participant has spent several years 

in a returning role as a summer trainer for incoming Teach For America corps members 

during the organization’s summer institute. Bikash has won several teaching awards at 

the local and national level while also being recognized on his campus as a master 

teacher. I know him through our work with Teach For America. He has no kids but 

enjoys being the namesake for a son of one of his former students. Bikash sees himself as 

a teacher for the long term and will not be pursuing administrative leadership except 

perhaps with Teach For America’s summer programming.  

Frances. Frances is a Latina woman in her mid-twenties who is also came into 

teaching through Teach For America after college. Frances previously worked at a 

district school in Miami, Florida before transitioning to a charter school campus in Los 

Angeles, California. While teaching for a shorter time than Bikash, Frances also has 

worked to train incoming teachers as a part of Teach For America which is also how I 

know her.  

Jessica. Jessica is a Latina woman in her late twenties who came into teaching 

through Teach For America but did not stay affiliated with the organization after her two 

years as a corps member. Jessica is currently teaching for her seventh year at her third 
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campus. Evaluations from her former school leaders indicated that she was among our 

campuses’ strongest teachers where we worked together. Jessica currently works in a 

suburban school district. After flirting with the idea of going to a charter school, she 

ultimately decided against it. She is married to Brandon. They have no children but are 

considering it for the near future. Jessica would also like to take on more school 

leadership in the future but only after teaching for a few more years. 

Brandon. The only non-Teach For America alumni in the group, Brandon has 

been teaching for almost ten years at several different campuses in urban school districts 

around Houston, Texas. While he has never worked at a charter school, he has engaged 

with many colleagues who have along with working with Teach For America alumni and 

corps members. Additionally, his experience at both higher and lower performing 

districts with different demographics and resources provide a rich background that is 

worth investigating. Brandon is a white male who is married to Brandon. They have no 

kids at the moment but are considering it in the near future. Brandon enjoys teaching and 

is not sure about pursuing school leadership now.  

Natalie. Natalie is a mother of two who has been at her current charter school for 

8 years. After teaching for two years in the Recovery School District in New Orleans, 

Louisiana, she moved to Austin, Texas to teach and then become the assistant principal at 

her campus. She is white woman who attended a large public university and joined the 

education world through Teach For America. She has also worked for the organization in 

several capacities training new teachers. Participant Five is in her early thirties and I also 

know her through our work with Teach For America’s summer institute over the course 

of two summers. Eventually she would like to take a larger role in school leadership.  
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Daniella. A multi-ethnic woman in her mid-twenties, Daniella is known through 

their work with Teach For America’s summer institute program delivering whole group 

professional development to new teachers. Participant Six was a Teach For America 

corps member who joined the organization after attending a medium sized college in 

Hawaii. She has taught math for her entire career. This fall she will be transitioning to a 

new role as an educator at a KIPP school in San Jose, California. In a couple of years 

Daniella hopes to take on a leadership role in terms of administration.  

Cross-Case Analysis 

 Several common variables came into play in working with the six research 

participants. Through cross case analysis there are some findings that are worth noting. 

These are explained in further detail below.  

Race, gender, and other lines of difference. Generally speaking, participants 

racial, ethnic, and gender backgrounds did not impact the factors they reported as being 

why they decided to go to charter schools. There were no noticeable differences in the 

responses of the men versus the women, or between Hispanic, white, and multi-ethnic 

participants. There were also no notable differences in the factors listed by the 

participants of different age ranges or levels of teaching experience. The participant 

which children and the participants who want children in the near future did speak more 

in depth about work life balance and noted that charter schools had gotten much better 

with this over the past few years.  

Teach For America. Five of the six participants entered teaching through Teach 

For America, which according to its mission, “is to enlist, develop, and mobilize as many 
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as possible of our nation's most promising future leaders to grow and strengthen the 

movement for educational equity and excellence,” (Teach For America, 2016). Four of 

them have continued to work with Teach For America through summer training programs 

where they were tasked with providing professional development to new teachers. 

Connection with Teach For America did seem to play a role in participants’ decisions 

regarding working at a charter school. All four TFA alum who also worked for the 

organization during the summer reported that they had heard more positive things about 

charter schools, knew more colleagues working in them, and listed the ability to work 

with like-minded individuals and be in a school with more access to professional 

development. Of the other two participants, one was not affiliated with Teach for 

America while the one who was an alum was no longer connected to the organization 

through employment or regular attendance at events. These two participants reported 

more negative views towards charter schools, and decided to continue working in a 

traditional public school.  

Work in large urban districts. All six participants worked previously worked in 

large urban school districts with Participants One, Three, and Four working in the 

Houston Independent School District (7th largest in the nation) in Texas, Participant Two 

in the Miami-Dade County Public School District (4th largest) in Florida, Participant Five 

in the Recovery School in New Orleans, Louisiana and Participant Six in a district in 

Hawaii. All six participants have taught for over four years and worked in schools with 

high percentage of at risk students (students who receive the Federal Free or Reduced 

Lunch Program, receive special services, live below the poverty line, or a host of other 

factors). This seemed to play a role in their responses around their satisfaction with 
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traditional school policies. All expressed concerns about issues related to how schools are 

funded, managed, and portrayed in the media.  

Other factors. All six participants knew about charter schools through exposure 

from social media, colleagues, and teacher training. Additionally, all six participants have 

taught multiple subjects, grade levels and had different leadership positions on their 

campuses. While only one of the participants is currently in an administrative role, three 

more hope to pursue that same avenue in the near future. There were some notable 

differences in the responses of those seeking administrative leadership more quickly. For 

these participants, professional development and the ability to build skills was critical to 

their reasoning for going to a charter school.  

Overview of Research Phases  

Data for this study was conducted in two distinct phases, a preliminary research 

phase and a full research phase. During the preliminary research phase, all six 

participants were observed and provided written responses to questions. In the full 

research phase the participants answered an online survey and then were interviewed via 

phone.  

Considerations for research phase. Based on findings during the preliminary 

research phase, several ideas for data collection as well as questions to ask came about. 

Most notably it became clear which follow up questions needed to be asked to prompt 

participants to speak more candidly about topics such as financial considerations and 

campus leadership. Additionally, a change was made to no longer conduct in person 

group interviews but rather stick to phone interviews. This was done to allow participants 
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more freedom to participate without the pressure of others potentially affecting their 

responses. Finally, the survey and interview questions that came out of the preliminary 

research phase were more open-ended and allowed participants to rank or order their 

choices about factors. Essentially, the preliminary research phase yielded feedback that 

made the additional research collection more purposeful and effective. This made the 

research study that much more successful.  

Participant’s Narratives 

 The strength and value of this study comes from the detailed reporting of 

responses made by the participants. A thorough synthesis of their comments along with 

their actual quotes is critical to really answering the research question of which factors 

led them to move from a traditional public school to a charter school.  

Bikash. With 16 years in education, 13 of which have been spent at their current 

charter school, a YES Prep campus on the north side of Houston, Texas, Bikash is in 

some ways a rarity for his demographic group. While in the past there were high numbers 

of veteran teachers working in schools, their numbers have dropped. Fewer teachers 

affiliated with Teach for America stay this long, and even smaller numbers of educators 

work in charter schools yet alone the same charter school this long. Bikash understands 

this, and often jokes about being the old guy in his social circles.  

 Currently an Algebra I teacher, Bikash has taken on several roles on his campus. 

These include 9th Grade Level Chairperson, District Course Leader for Algebra, several 

coaching roles, a video production club, and countless others. Additionally, he has been 

employed as a Curriculum Coordinator for Teach For America’s Houston Institute for 



68 

 

 
 

several years. In this role, he has been responsible for coaching the facilitators who lead 

the large group professional development sessions for incoming corps members/novice 

teachers.  

 Originally a native of Ohio, Bikash joined Teach For America in 2001 after 

graduating from Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. Unsure about what to do after 

graduation, he applied as a way to figure out what he was going to do with his life while 

teaching for two years.  

 What followed were three “really positive” years teaching 5th Grade reading at 

Garcia Elementary in the Houston Independent School District. “The principal was 

Adriana Castro and she was a really great principal. She is a huge supporter of Teach For 

America and really liked hiring corps members.” Bikash also noted that he loved the 

school he worked at as well as his team. “I had great support from mentor teachers and 

there were a lot of alumni of TFA there who were also a great support.” That said, several 

factors precipitated his move to a charter school.  

To be honest, I really think I decided to move to YES Prep because people made 

it sound like that was where all the good teachers go. So, I wanted to be 

considered a good teacher so I made the switch. In addition, the principal of 

Garcia was moving to a new school and I had heard unpleasant things about the 

new one coming in. I also had a great group of 5 th graders and many of them were 

going to YES Prep so I thought it would be fun to teach them again! 

Bikash made it clear that he is quite happy with his decision to go to a charter 

school.  
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I am very satisfied with my choice. I have really grown as a teacher and have had 

the ability to really do what I love in various aspects. For example, I love video 

production and the school allowed me to start a new class centered around video. 

In addition, I love playing drums and the school allowed me to start a drumline. I 

feel that I am treated as a professional at all times and I am pushed to be the best I 

can be, even as a fairly experienced teacher. 

 Part of being treated as a professional is being compensated as one. Bikash made 

it clear that he enjoys robust compensation in terms of salary at his charter school 

compared to when he worked in a traditional public school. That said, he added that 

being offered more money would not have gotten him to stay and that on a scale of 1 to 5 

with five being that money was a motivating factor for him, he gave it a 2. He also noted 

that his traditional public school offered better benefits and work/life balance but gave 

that factor a 2 in terms of influencing his decision.  

 The professional development factor cannot be understated in explaining Bikash’s 

decision to move to a charter school. While he appreciated the support of a mentor 

teacher his first year in a traditional school, that and a few other supports soon fell off. 

“But over the course of the last 7-8 years [at YES Prep] I have had an instructional coach 

who does frequent observations. I have also been able to create my own professional 

development cycle.” 

 Ultimately though the biggest factor that led Bikash to move to a charter school 

was the ability to work with his former students again.  
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Actually, for me the biggest factor that played a role in my decision to move to 

YES Prep were my students. My third year of teaching in HISD [Houston 

Independent School District] I had a great group of students and many were 

accepted into YES Prep. I saw this as my opportunity to loop with them and teach 

them as 6th graders. 

This is also reflected in his own personal philosophy of “Teaching for the Cycle.” “I plan 

to stay in the classroom. I really like working at YES Prep and teaching Algebra I. I do 

not see myself moving schools or subjects. I also have no desire to move into an admin 

role beyond grade level chair.”  

 Ultimately Bikash decided to move to a charter school for two principal reasons. 

The first one was a combination of factors that included his traditional public school 

principal leaving, the perception that charter schools were where strong teachers go, and 

the thought of increased professional development opportunities. His last reason was the 

chance to work with the same group of students again.  

Frances. A native of Miami, Florida, Frances studied Public Administration at 

Florida State University where she was involved with student government and politics. 

This initially fostered a desire for a career in public service that morphed into the 

education world. “Government and policy can create short-term solutions, but if you want 

to create large-scale, sustainable progressive change, then you need an educated 

populace. I got into teaching because I realized that the best investment in the future of 

society is to educate a child.” 
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 Just before finishing graduate school, a friend told her about Teach For America 

which seemed to be a good fit for her. Over the next few years Frances went on to hold a 

multitude of roles within her campus, school district, community, and Teach For America 

in Miami before transitioning to a job at charter school in California. These roles include 

8th Grade English Language Arts teacher, 9th-12th Grade Developmental Reading 

Teacher, Support Specialist for district schools, Corps Member Advisor for Teach For 

America’s Houston Institute, 6th Grade Lead English Teacher, Policy Advisor Fellow in a 

local school board office, and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Facilitator for Teach For 

America Miami. 

 It began with a two-year stint as a high school reading and English as a Second 

Language teacher at Miami Edison Senior High School in the Little Haiti neighborhood 

of Miami, Florida. “Miami-Dade County Public Schools is the fourth largest school 

district in the United States and our school was part of a turnaround district within 

MDCPS called the Education Transformation office.” The job was challenging. While 

the district had recently gotten money through Federally Funded Race to the Top Grant, 

the money had run out by the time Frances had gotten to the school yet the demand for 

increased test scores was still at a fever pitch. The gap between staff and leadership did 

not serve to improve matters. “My school was very old guard, and the people in power 

were not the principal and were not willing to implement bigger changes that would 

support teachers and students better.” 

 Eventually dissatisfaction with the school district, coupled with desire for more 

meaningful professional development along with better opportunities for career 

advancement convinced Frances to look elsewhere for employment. “From my first day 
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at Institute, TFA bombarded us with a video and testimony of charter schools that made 

them seem like the perfect place if you wanted to teach without dealing with misbehaving 

students and move up to administration quickly.” When Frances discussed making such a 

move with her corps member friends, advisor, and school literacy coach, all three groups 

supported the decision.  

 The next stop included a six-month stint at a Building Excellent Schools campus 

in southern California. BES is an organization that trains leaders to open their own 

charter school through a three-year fellowship and then provides guidance for them as the 

school opens. While not part of a network, per se, the organization does allow leaders 

across the schools’ opportunities to connect. “My experience was very unsatisfactory (the 

school was not financially sound, lots of turnover, poor leadership, etc.,).”  

Frances decided to take a job at a KIPP campus nearby which proved to be both 

rewarding but also challenging. 

These people are in education for the right reasons and make me a better teacher 

and leader. I’m happy to be here but it is stressful and overwhelming to juggle all 

the expectations of teaching at KIPP. We are the lowest performing KIPP school 

in our region, and give the current political climate of Los Angeles (charters vs. 

public schools), we must improve our numbers this year despite the numerous 

challenges we have. 

 For Frances there were two main reasons for deciding to go to a charter school. 

Factor number one dealt with a lack of strong leadership in her traditional public schools. 

Factor number two were the increased opportunities for professional development and 
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career mobility. Together these two motivations pushed her to leave her traditional public 

school.  

Jessica. Jessica who just completed her 7th year working in public schools, comes 

from a long line of teachers. Her mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother before her 

all spent time in the classroom. According to her, education is a big source of pride in the 

family. “I always knew I would be involved in education to some degree.” At first it 

seemed as if Jessica would take an alternate route. She put herself through school, 

studying Journalism at the University of Texas at Austin before being approached by 

Teach For America and encouraged to apply. “It seemed like such a great cause, and I 

was looking for a rewarding job after I graduated. Teach For America took me in and I 

spent the following summer teaching 5th grade in the Mississippi Delta.” 

 The next four years were spent teaching science at a middle school in Houston, 

Texas, followed by a year each in Cypress-Fairbanks Independent School District, Spring 

Independent School District and Katy Independent School District in Houston’s 

surrounding suburbs. Jessica’s current job in Katy is that of an English as a Second 

Language Lead Teacher.  

I coordinate and manage all the English as a Second Language compliance 

paperwork for my campus, which has the largest ESL population in Katy ISD. 

The other part of my job is working in science and social studies classes that have 

high LEP populations [Limited English Proficient students]. I work one on one 

with many of our beginner and intermediate ESL students, and coach up teachers 

on best practices for ESL students. I make decisions regarding testing and 
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placement of ELLs [English Language Learners] and represent my campus at 

district meetings involving ELLs. 

 Yet right before taking this job that she “absolutely loves”, Jessica thought about 

leaving traditional public schools and going to the charter world.  

At the end of last school year, I was so exasperated by public schools…I thought I 

would never find the right fit. I had already applied and interviewed with a 

prestigious job with YES Prep and offered a ‘stepping stone’ position that would 

lead me to a campus leadership role the following year. I thought long and hard 

about it when I received the offer at Katy ISD. What led her to think about charter 

was a perception that it would be easier to gain a leadership role there even 

though she acknowledged that the public image of charter schools seems to be 

that they are “overrated and existing to destroy the public-school system.” The 

interview process as well as conversations with friends revealed to her that 

work/life balance seemed to be an issue. “I did not want to completely give 100% 

of my personal time to my job.” Traditional public education seemed to be more 

understanding of family commitments which matter to her and her husband, 

Brandon. “The money is not a huge motivator for us,” she added. “Time and 

happiness matters more.  

In the end, Jessica chose the traditional public school in Katy. The school was 

close to home, in a position I had never been in before (I wanted something new and 

different), and my husband [Brandon] was hired on to the same campus. Everything fell 

perfectly into place.” 
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While deciding not to go to a charter school, Jessica moved districts due to a long 

commute, unreasonable schedule, ineffective administrators, and a lack of professional 

growth opportunities at her previous schools and districts. “This is a job where I am 

expanding my skill set and learning on a daily basis. I no longer feel like I am stagnant 

and/or complacent—the way I felt as a regular classroom teacher.  

Brandon. Brandon is not affiliated with Teach For America but did enter 

teaching as a non-traditional educator. After graduating from the University of Texas at 

Austin, he worked in several jobs before deciding to go through the Alternative 

Certification Program and become a teacher with the Houston Independent School 

District. He spent eight years with HISD before joining two more suburban school 

districts and finally settling in with Katy Independent School District in west Houston.  

 “Sam Houston [High School] was a mess and was reconstituted for the second 

time because of missing state standards.” Even with a close group of educators, several of 

whom were Teach For America corps members, the school could not seem to turn 

around. According to Brandon, “the kids weren’t the problem,” but he then transferred 

over to Hamilton Middle School. “Hamilton MS was a gem when I first arrived, but the 

loss of the Director of Instruction was the beginning of a slow fall from grace.”  

 The next stop was a campus in Cypress-Fairbanks Independent School District. 

“This place was a shame. The kids were great, but the principal was ineffective. The 

school repeatedly had a high turnover because most people didn’t like being there.” 

Brandon added that while the campus principal tried to develop teachers, he didn’t 

recognize his own limitations and “failed to harness the strengths of those around him.” 
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 A year at a Spring Independent School District school did not go well either. 

“This school and this district were a complete disaster, I know it sounds Trump-esque, 

but it is so true.” Brandon also said, “Campus admin and discipline were far and away the 

biggest obstacles, but lack of district resources, useful professional development, 

infrastructure, and competent personnel exasperated the many problems.” As if this was 

not enough, “there was no accountability for students, and the principal was neither warm 

nor appreciative of staff. She communicated exclusively in threats, ultimatums, and 

complaints.  

 Ultimately, along with his wife (Jessica), Brandon settled on another traditional 

school district instead of their previous ones or a charter school. “Sustainability matters 

and innovation matters too but not as much as stability and work-life balance.”  

Natalie. Natalie is entering her 10th year in education, with the last 7 spent as an 

Assistant Principal at KIPP Austin College Prep in Austin, Texas. A native of East Troy, 

Wisconsin, and then Flower Mound, Texas, Natalie first attended the University of 

Wisconsin at Madison before transferring and graduating from the University of Texas at 

Austin. She entered teaching because of the interests she developed during school. 

I studied Cultural Anthropology with a focus on racial and urban studies, and 

through the course of completing my degree learned about institutionalized 

racism, came to the realization that much of the inequity in our country comes 

from disparities in educational opportunity. Around this time a friend applied and 

got into Teach For America. I read up on their mission and it aligned closely with 

what I already believed. I applied and was accepted to the Greater New Orleans 

corps in 2007. I continue to believe strongly in the mission of Teach For America 
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and similar organizations such as KIPP whose who is to provide educational 

opportunity to underserved communities. 

Natalie’s teaching tenure began with one year of teaching 7th and 8th grade science 

in the Recovery School District (RSD) in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina at 

Edgar P. Harney Elementary School, a K-8 campus.  The following year she taught 6th, 

7th, and 8th grade science and then 6th, 7th, and 8th grade social studies the next year.  

This district was the district put in place by the state following the discovery of 

rampant corruption and ineffective management by New Orleans Public Schools 

in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Although based on good intentions, the RSD 

was also very poorly run. The state decided to restructure schools from K-5 and 6-

8s to K-8s after the storm, but there was a vacuum of leadership in the city and 

my principal had never run a school with grades 6-8. The ‘middle school’ teachers 

were 4 first year teachers, 3 of whom were TFA corps members, and 1 of whom 

was a Teach NOLA corps member. All very inexperienced. 

After that Natalie spent a year recruiting for Teach For America in Washington 

D.C. According to her she was, “trying to convince co-eds that education reform was the 

civil rights issue of our generation.” It was after this that Natalie moved back to Austin, 

Texas to work for KIPP as a 7th grade science teacher.  

During this time, Natalie also took on several roles as a staff member at the Teach 

For America Institutes in Phoenix and Houston. The first of these roles was a SOM 

(School Operations Manager) who handled logistically at the summer school sites where 

new Teach For America corps members train. She also spent two summers a CMA 
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(Corps Member Advisor) who coaches a group of 10-16 new corps members by 

observing their classes, reading their lesson plans, and providing small group professional 

development. After this Natalie spent two summers delivering large group professional 

development as a CS (Curriculum Specialist) and one summer leader a TFA summer 

school site as an SD (School Director). 

At the moment, Natalie acts one of two assistant principals for her KIPP campus 

which houses students from grades 5 through 8.  

“I coach 8 teachers, 6 of whom teach either reading or a writing/social studies 

hybrid we call Language and Cultural Studies or Language and Social Studies. I 

lead the literacy content team. I also coach two science teachers. I am also 

responsible for coaching the 7th grade level chair and am the 8th grade level 

chair. I am responsible for 7th and 8th grade staff and student culture, and have a 

variety of responsibilities that fall under the umbrella of “academics”. This means 

I am the LPAC [Language Proficiency Assessment Committee] and STAAR 

[State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness) testing, and manage the 

report card process and a variety of other programs. 

The lack of oversite, support, and coaching frustrated Natalie. “We (the teachers) 

created our schedule, our curriculum, and determined rewards and consequences for 

behavior within our own classrooms.” Other issues caused concern as well.  

The decentralized nature of the RSD meant that the person who purchased my 

supplies was different than the person who ordered my textbook was different 

than the person who wrote my curriculum, none of which was usable because 
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students largely hadn’t had any science before and therefore had no prerequisite 

skills. There was very little in the way of support for student behavior or 

accountability, and little opportunity for development given the management 

structure. My manager observed me one time per year and determined that I was a 

satisfactory teacher, despite many glaring shortcomings. I had coworkers who 

literally wrote page numbers from their textbooks for kids to work on and then 

read the newspaper instead of teaching their classes. 

Yet with all the bureaucracy of the school district, the did not do enough to help 

some of the neediest students. “Many students exhibited manifestations of adolescent 

PTSD [Post Traumatic Stress Disorder], but our school did not have any resources such 

as a counselor or social worker to address these issues.” Unfortunately, this was not 

something the Participant noticed in the RSD but rather that she experienced firsthand in 

Austin Independent School District. While she worked at KIPP, her daughter who had a 

speech delay could have potentially qualified for special education services in the public-

school district. Dealing with these issues only reaffirmed some of the ideas Natalie had 

about traditional public school districts. After more than a year of delays as well as seeing 

multiple doctors and seeing ample passing of the buck by district officials, her daughter 

lost a ton of time that could have been spent receiving services. “Experiencing this as a 

parent has given it another layer.” 

“My perception is that district school leaders manage,” added Natalie. “At KIPP 

we have autonomy and we are nimble.” While charter schools might have staff with less 

formal experience in education, Natalie has been impressed with how her campus has 

rallied to get better at handling issues of compliance and servicing students, especially 
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those with diverse needs. “If the child is not learning, we need to change something about 

our practice.”  

Financial considerations did not factor much into the equation as Natalie made 

around the same amount of money at both types of schools. Being offered more money 

would also not have convinced her to stay in her traditional public school. While she 

admits that a traditional public school would probably offer better work/life balance, she 

prefers the benefits of KIPP. She also noted that KIPP seems to be aware of this gap with 

work/life balance and seem to be making strides to improving this. “It is 100% on their 

minds. They care about sustainability because they lose so many good teachers.” 

Professional development opportunities were the real driver in the decision to go 

to a charter school.  

I was not developed at my traditional public school in any way. We were 

provided professional development from the Recovery School District, but 

because it didn’t tie into any initiatives at my campus, it was not realistic to be 

implemented and there was no follow up. I was also not observed or coached at 

my traditional public school at all. I am coached weekly at my charter school, and 

participate in weekly professional development in a content team meeting as well 

as a staff meeting, in addition to relevant professional development provided by 

the district that is planned specifically to address trends in gaps in teacher practice 

that are reported by individual campuses. 

Her current campus adheres to a rigorous program of professional learning that includes 

the observation and feedback cycle. “I believed that I could be more effective for kids if I 
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got better at what I did as a teacher,” noted Natalie who added that her campus takes this 

to heart.  

Finally, Natalie recounted a few of her thoughts regarding some popular or 

common beliefs about the images of both traditional public and charter schools. She 

noted that the perception of traditional public schools seemed to be that they were 

“failing students both culturally and academically. Mediocre at best. Prevented from 

improving by red tape and bureaucratic obstacles.” Meanwhile she asserted that the 

image of charter schools is that they are, “No excuses and militaristic, reinforcing extant 

structures of oppression by creating environments where students of color are largely 

taught by white teachers to be obedient over all else, benefitting from an unfair advantage 

because they skim students and have the luxury of expelling students with egregious 

behaviors.” Her perception however was different. “At the time, I switched schools my 

perception was that charter schools were changing the narrative for low income students 

who historically did not have access to college and therefore choice and agency because 

of lack of preparation. I still believe this.”  

Still, Natalie recognizes the limitations of her campus. “I have critiques.” In the 

past, she was concerned about how some staff members talked with kids. The arguments 

that some charters were neo-imperialist are true but the autonomy that campuses receive 

allowed her KIPP to adjust policies. Coupled with constant feedback gathering, she noted 

that they had their shift to a more restorative campus has been successful so far.  

Perhaps surprisingly, Natalie could see herself working in a public-school district 

again.  
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Possibly someday, if I could find a district school that had the attributes that are 

important to me, such as values based, a lot of support and development 

opportunities, and a strong community feel. I am drawn to the shorter hours, and 

some of the opportunities of a traditional district school such as providing 

students with more enrichment and extra-curricular opportunities. 

 Ultimately, the move to a charter school was a simple one for Natalie. With 

increased professional development opportunities, the chance to work in a less 

cumbersome bureaucracy, and charter schools’ focus on reflection and improvement, the 

move made sense.  

Daniella. A native of Honolulu, Hawaii, Daniella attended Lewis and Clark 

College for undergrad and Chaminade University for her Master’s degree. Because many 

of her family members are educators, Daniella knew she wanted to work in education but 

was originally drawn to the policy side of things. “Through Teach For America, I was 

brought into teaching as a stepping-stone on my way to working in Education Policy. 

However, I fell in love with teaching as a profession.” 

 Daniella began her career in the Leeward District of Hawaii where her school is 

part of the Campbell/Kapolei complex. The school itself is relatively new. “We are only 7 

years old and very innovative. It was founded on the idea of integrating technology to 

help students be productive and successful.” 

 Daniella just finished her 4th year in the classroom where she worked as a 7th 

grade math teacher. This work included ample time spent assisting students with special 

needs as well English language learners. Additionally, she has worked in several 
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capacities outside of the classroom. “I am an Instructional Mentor for TFA Hawaii where 

I support 1st year corps members who teach math.” She has also spent two summers as a 

corps member advisor for Teach For America’s summer institute in Phoenix, as well as 

one summer as a facilitator at the same institute.  

 In the Fall, however, she will be moving to teach math at a KIPP campus in San 

Jose, California.  

I was contacted by a recruiter from KIPP who received my name from a fellow 

TFA Hawaii alum. I decided to apply because my current principal was retiring at 

the end of the Fall semester and I was up for “tenure”. In Hawaii, in order to get 

your tenure status, you need to be rehired by your principal for the Spring 

semester. Needless to say, I was nervous whether or not I would be hired by the 

incoming principal so I looked to see what my options were. 

While her first administrative team was more hand’s off, the new one seemed to be boxed 

in by district policies. “It was kind of a tipping point for me,” she noted.  

 Yet this issue regarding tenure was not the major factor precipitating the move. 

Daniella was extremely concerned about the issue of pay, benefits, and security of 

teaching jobs in Hawaii.  

The state of Hawaii’s teacher contract is expiring this year and the union, HSTA, 

has made little progress in solidifying a new contract with the governor. It is very 

stressful for many Hawaii-based teachers. My move to KIPP Heritage, my 

teaching position, and benefits are more guaranteed than any other teachers who 

will teach in Fall 2017. 



84 

 

 
 

The cost of living in Hawaii plus the teacher salary impacted her decision too. “With that 

in mind, plus insurance premiums, even with a Master’s and working part time as a tutor 

and dance coach and with TFA, and living at home, it was tough.” The KIPP benefits 

package included an almost $20,000 raise with no real change in the cost of living for 

San Jose. “I almost started crying realizing that I will make more than my mom who is a 

veteran teacher in Hawaii.”  

 Daniella said that opportunities for advancement also convinced her to move to a 

charter school. “I am also seeking ways to get into school leadership where the 

opportunities seem more available in the charter than in my traditional district.”  

The most critical factor for the move deals with receiving more professional 

development. “I received immense support during my first year as a teacher and then it 

dropped off in year two once I was rated as an effective to highly effective teacher. The 

charter school is all about going from ‘good’ to ‘great’ and regardless of your status, you 

will always be coached.” Her traditional public school appraisers always seemed to be 

too busy with meetings or trainings to offer meaningful feedback. “My questions around 

what I could do to get better were always met with comments about how I was already 

doing good.” At her KIPP though, Daniella mentioned that she could even see their focus 

on coaching come through during her interview where they even gave her some areas to 

work on in terms of instruction.  

Professional development opportunities and an increased salary were the driving 

factors for Daniella’s decision to leave her traditional public school for a charter school. 

The ability to become a better educator and leader as well as to enjoy a higher standard of 
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living appealed to her and led to the move. The chance to work with a more effective 

leadership team also played a role.  

Summary 

 Ultimately these reflections by the participants provide ample context surrounding 

their reasoning for leaving traditional public schools and going to charter schools. Several 

key factors led to these moves including increased opportunities for professional 

development, the ability to work with strong leadership, and disillusionment with public 

school structures. These factors are discussed in more detail in the next chapter. A 

conclusion as well as recommendations for the leaders of both traditional public schools 

and charter schools can be found there as well.



 

 

 

Chapter 5 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Introduction 

 According to Teach For America (n.d.), the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.), 

and Weingarten (2017), schools are facing immense challenges and a host of issues such 

as teacher compensation, standardized testing, budget shortfalls, to just name a few. 

Added to these debates are concerns about charter schools, relative newcomers onto the 

scene with less than 30 years of experience. Are they effective? Are they even legal? 

Who is staffing them? Are the good for kids? These are a few of the questions discussed 

by those in educational circles. This study decided to focus on that second question, who 

is staffing them, by diving deeper and taking a look at a new demographic that has been 

heading to charter schools, young, highly effective teachers.   

The Research Question Revisited 

This study was focused on answering one question: what factors lead young, 

highly effective educators to leave traditional public school placements and begin 

working in charter schools. The answers to this broad question will benefit both 

traditional public schools and charter schools because they will better understand this 

coveted group of teachers and thus be able to craft or continue the polices that these 

teachers want. As an assistant principal at a traditional public school and the friend of 

numerous other school leaders in both traditional public schools and charters, I would 

personally pay a premium for such critical information. 

In order to do this, the study looked at the experiences and feelings of six 

participants under age 40 who are considered highly effective either through their campus 
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or district evaluations, or their employment with a reputable educational agency. Through 

observations, their responses to initial questions, in depth survey answers, and phone 

interview conversations, readers will have a better idea of what led each participant to 

make the choice they did about where to work. While those findings are reported in detail 

in Chapter 4, this chapter aims to provide readers with a synthesis of the results in order 

to render a conclusion and actionable recommendations.  

Overview of Phases  

Data analysis and conclusions were drawn during both the preliminary research 

phase and research phases. This was done in order to provide a better account of findings 

from all participants. The findings from the preliminary phase were used to better 

organize the study during the research phase. Changes and additions that were made 

during this second phase as a result of recommendations from the preliminary phase are 

not written down here but can be accessed in my research study notes. Final conclusions, 

considerations, and recommendations for the entire research study are explained in detail 

towards the end of the chapter.  

Major Factors That Led to the Move 

 According to the preliminary research of all six participants, three factors explain 

why young, highly-effective educators leave traditional public schools for charter 

schools. The first factor that explains these moves deals with the disillusionment felt by 

the public-school infrastructure. State mandated testing, scarcity of funds, and resistance 

to changing systems all came up as key factors that were final straws for the traditional 

public school district. This is in line with research from Berliner (2014), Teach For 

America (n.d.), the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.), and Weingarten (n.d.) for why 
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teachers generally leave the profession as a whole. In this case, it led participants to leave 

their traditional public school for a charter school.  

 The second factor that came up for why these young, high-performing educators 

chose charter schools over remaining at their traditional public school district had to do 

with administrative leadership on campus. Four participants said this was of critical 

importance. Fear of working with a leader with a bad reputation, administrative officials 

with a lack of vision, and an “old guard” that was not willing to do make changes were 

all discussed as pitfalls of the traditional public schools that participants worked at 

(Frances, 2017). “The loss of the Director of Instruction was the beginning of a slow fall 

from grace,” noted Brandon (2017), for why he left his campus. He concluded that 

another school leader, “communicated exclusively in threats, ultimatums, and 

complaints.” 

 Finally, the strongest motivator for why young, highly-effective educators leave 

traditional schools and go to charter schools deals with professional development/career 

advancement opportunities. According to the participants, charter schools offered more of 

a chance at meaningful professional development through trainings, seminars, teacher 

observations, and coaching. “I have also been able to create my own professional 

development cycle,” noted Bikash (2017).  Four participants believed that this was their 

premier reasoning for leaving their previous school district. The others did not explicitly 

state this but included this theme as a factor for why they would remain at their charter 

school for years to come. “I just wanted to be a more effective teacher,” noted Natalie 

(2017).  “As someone who came into teaching with very minimal training (5 weeks from 

Teach For America’s institute) I was largely on my own in terms of developing both 
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management and pedagogical skill.” According to Bikash (2017), “I feel that I am treated 

as a professional at all times and I am pushed to be the best I can be, even as a fairly 

experienced teacher.” Frances (2017) seconded this thought, citing “the lack of 

development opportunities and support” as the principal reason for their departure. 

Minor Factors That Led to the Move 

 Five participants joined teaching through Teach For America and are current 

alumni and three of them are currently still connected to the organization through 

employment on weekends and during the summer. This connection was one explanation 

that came through as a theme of why three of them left their districts and why two of 

them work at a charter school. Relationships with Teach For America staff members and 

other corps members influenced their decision-making processes. According to Bikash 

(2017), he moved to his charter school because “people [Teach For America] made it 

sound like that was where all the good teachers go.” This perception about charter 

schools as being “better” was explained by Frances (2017), “From my first day at 

Institute, TFA bombarded us with a video and testimony of charter schools that made 

them seem like the perfect place if you wanted to teach without dealing with misbehaving 

students and move up to administration quickly.” Another agreed saying that many of 

their colleagues had transitioned to charter schools and enjoyed their tenure there. 

Finally, even one of participants who decided against going to a charter school, 

acknowledged that it was through connections with friends connected with Teach For 

America that they were offered a position with a charter campus and thought about 

moving there.  
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 Frustration with traditional school structures and policies came up as a minor 

factor for several participants. “It wasn’t policy so much as a total lack of organization, 

drive, or belief that we could actually change the life outcomes of our students for the 

better. It was a failing system,” noted one Natalie (2017). “It wasn’t a specific policy, 

more like a sense of helplessness in the face of a gigantic bureaucracy. It felt like no one 

took responsibility for outcomes. It was always somebody else’s fault and no one 

believed they could do anything differently. Everyone acted as if their hands were tied.” 

They also mentioned their inability to affect changes in those policies, relative to the 

policies and structures at their charter campus. According to them their charter school had 

policies they disagreed with but at least they felt like the leadership solicited the input of 

students, parents, and staff. 

 The ability to work in an environment where the mission aligned with personal 

views mattered as well. For one participant, this factor was the number one for them.  

Factors that Rarely Came Up 

 A few factors came up as minor reasons for different participants. In one case, 

California’s strict regulation of teacher certification became an issue. Certified in Miami, 

Frances (2017) mentioned that a small part of her decision was due to charter schools 

having less onerous certification requirements. “I would have also applied to a local 

district and not just charters, but I would have to have been enrolled in an expensive 

teaching program.” This particular factor connects with the studies by Darling-Hammond 

et al. (2005), Raymond et al. (2001), and the U.S. Department of Education (2002), that 

argue that teacher certification does not always line up or lead to increased academic 

outcomes for students. Instead, when the requirements are too onerous, they can harm 
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students by taking effective teachers out of the classroom. For one participant, this led 

them to leave their traditional public school for a charter that did not require their 

certification.  

Another factor that only came up in the responses of one participant was the role 

of student’s themselves. One participant noted that a charter campus had succeeded in 

convincing many of his 5th grade students to attend their campus the following year. For 

him this was a major motivating factor in his move. “I also had a great group of 5th 

graders and many of them were going to YES Prep so I thought it would be fun to teach 

them again!” (Bikash, 2017). This same sentiment was not shared by others in the study 

but is worth noting.  

Disciplinary concerns were only brought up once by one participant but even 

then, not as a reason for going to a charter school, but simply as a reason for switching to 

another traditional public school district. “Campus discipline was extremely ineffective 

and under-minded instruction,” noted Brandon (2017).   

Two major factors that I predicted would be critical to educator’s willingness to 

leave traditional public schools for charter schools did not come up either in participant 

responses or in observations. Based on a lack of acknowledgement from all but one 

participants, financial compensation and benefits was not a major factor in determining 

their move to a charter campus. This may be due to more parity in pay that is occurring 

between charter and traditional districts as they compete for teachers. Only three 

expressed it as a variable that affected their position. Additionally, only one participant 

mentioned other benefits of employment such as healthcare, time off, yoga memberships, 

etc.… as compelling factors for their decision making. While one participant noted that 
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they had better benefits and work/life balance at their traditional campus, they strongly 

disagreed that this was a motivating factor for them in their decision to go to a charter 

school.  

Furthermore, the idea of curriculum control or the ability to play a critical role in 

shaping what and how students learn, did not come up as a significant factor in 

determining the move to a charter school. Only two participants mentioned the ability to 

craft their own curriculum or shifting the mindsets or frameworks of their classrooms as 

things they considered in their moves. Additional research around this topic might be 

warranted here.  

Other Factors to Consider 

 There were some factors that suggest that young, highly-effective educators are 

not guaranteed to stay in charter school placements. Two of the study’s participants 

decided against going to a charter school at the last moment. The other four who 

currently work at a charter school also mentioned factors that would get them to leave. 

For one, working with a strong administrative team would bring them back to the 

traditional public school. For another, a fear of the high expectations, long work hours, 

and poor sustainability of most charter schools is a reason why they might not stay long 

term. According to Jessica (2017), “the work-life balance at charters is not sustainable 

and I don’t see how I could work at KIPP, have a family, and have interests outside of my 

job.” This aligns with research around teacher attrition by Gross and DeArmond (201). 

Charter schools need to take such issues with sustainability into consideration to keep 

their teachers from leaving. Jessica (2017) also noted, “I am drawn to the shorter hours, 

and some of the opportunities of a traditional district school such as providing students 
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with more enrichment and extra-curricular opportunities.” These factors should be 

considered because while four out of the six participants chose to overlook them to take 

the job, this does not mean that their continued experience with the factors might not 

drive them back into a traditional public school. 

Strengths and Limitations of the Research Findings 

 Strengths of the research findings were that there were areas of strong agreement 

between participants on certain themes such as professional development opportunities, 

administrative leadership, disillusionment with traditional public school districts, and the 

lack of financial compensation being a factor in the decision-making process. Another 

strength of the data collection process was the diversity of the participant group in terms 

of age, life experience, teaching assignments and geographic location. Based on this, I 

would say that the findings here could be generalizable to a similar population regardless 

of geographic and school district. 

 Limitations of this study are connected to the smaller nature of the sample size by 

using only six participants. Added to that was the small-scale data collection associated 

with the preliminary research that used only observations and participant responses. An 

additional limitation was the lack of diversity in terms missing an African-American or 

black teacher that could have brought on an additional viewpoint. That said, I myself am 

black and even as the researcher, I fit the target demographic group and so perhaps my 

own viewpoints or thought processes came through and mitigated this factor a bit. 

Finally, one participant did not submit survey responses or engage in a phone interview. 

Responses from them would have added to the richness of the narrative.  
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 Another limitation of this study is that all four of the participants who went to 

charter schools went to a subset of well-funded and highly successful charter networks 

which do not always reflect the entire charter school movement. The KIPPs and YES 

Preps of the charter world definitely drive the discussion but are not the only options that 

exist. Hearing from other educators who might have chosen a different campus would 

also enrich this study. Additional work could also be done around questions of the factors 

that lead specific teachers to specific charter school placements. 

Unanswered questions. This study did not conclude with any glaring 

unanswered questions but rather just an acknowledgement that more data collection, a 

wider cross-section of educators, and a more in depth analysis of the findings could only 

make the study more impactful.  

Links to Social Justice and Urban Education 

 These findings link well to pertinent topics in the urban education landscape. 

Retaining qualified teachers is a major concern for urban school districts. Understanding 

what precipitates the decision-making process for a subset of high qualified young 

teachers could benefit a host of educational institutions. It also reinforces the need for 

more studies relating to the individual factors that pushed the teachers in this study to 

head to charter schools.  

 The social justice issues at play are worth considering as well. Multiple 

participants noted the importance of feeling like their campuses aligned with their own 

mission of helping to provides all students with opportunities for a quality education. 

This mission cannot be pulled apart from larger societal concerns such as access to health 
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care, generational poverty, institutional racism, sexism, etc. Research into these issues 

must continue to be linked to studies such as this one in order to offer the most benefit to 

students, families, communities, teachers, schools, and districts.  

Researcher’s Own Context 

 This study offered numerous benefits to me. For one thing, it forced me to 

examine and reflect on my own reasons for heading to a charter school before coming 

back to work in a traditional public school. It also quenched my thirst around whether or 

not I was an anomaly or if other young, highly effective teachers made decisions for the 

same reasons as I did.  

 More importantly though, it will help my administrative team and I to craft 

campus policies that take into consideration the factors named by the participants. The 

young, highly effective teacher is one we desperately want to attract and retain at my 

school so I will take the conclusions mentioned below to heart, and work to implement 

some of the recommendations.  

Final Thoughts on Charter and Traditional Public Schools 

 Both charter schools and traditional public schools have real benefits and 

challenges. The charter school world is not without its bad actors, questionable funding 

schemes, documented cases of student skimming, lack of services for at risk students, and 

a whole host of other concerns. That said, their autonomy and ability to shift pieces 

around quickly allow them to gather data and feedback and adjust quickly which can 

benefit students, families, educators, and communities greatly.  
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 Traditional public schools suffer from negative perceptions, bureaucratic red tape, 

and difficulties removing actors who do not always believe in the structures that students 

need. Yet, their budget and levels of experience provide a strong set of tools to create 

meaningful and sustained positive change for students.  

 Hopefully this study has illuminated this and will push both types of schools to 

reflect and grown through the better adapting to student and teacher needs and potentially 

creating more partnerships in the areas they share contrasting strengths and deficiencies. 

Romney (2017), echoed these sentiments, arguing that what has led Massachusetts to be 

consistently ranked No. 1 among all 50 states in educational measures has been their 

commitment to offering a multitude of options including traditional public and charter 

schools.  

Conclusion 

 Several key factors lead young, highly-effective educators to leave traditional 

public schools in favor of charter schools. These factors include enhanced professional 

development/career advancement opportunities in charter districts, stronger 

administrative leadership at charter schools, and finally increasing disillusionment with 

traditional public school structures. 

Recommendations 

 This study does yield potential benefits for both charter school and traditional 

public school districts. I believe that campus and district leaders should choose one of the 

following two options to proceed. Option one would be to create a comprehensive survey 

to have young, highly-effective teachers take to determine next steps. Option two would 
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be for campus and district officials to revamp systems that deal with the following 

factors: providing young, highly-effective educators with more opportunities for 

leadership and skill building earlier in their careers and developing stronger mechanisms 

for staffing schools with excellent administrative leadership. Additionally, option two 

would have both charter and traditional public school districts grapple with growing 

frustration with educational policy and rules. Doing either of these things will allow 

traditional public schools and charter districts to do better with recruiting and retaining 

the coveted demographic of the young, highly-effective educator. Both options will be 

discussed in further detail below. 

 Recommendation one would be for school districts to take the case study findings 

as strong evidence that while there are a multitude of factors that lead young, highly-

effective educators to leave traditional public schools in favor of charter schools, some of 

these factors are more pronounced than others. Three major ones came to light as a result 

of this research, but districts might be hesitant to change policy based on preliminary 

research that looked at six participants, and thus I recommend that they commission a 

more comprehensive and wide-ranging survey to administer to this demographic, the 

young, highly-effective teacher, and then use that data to either refute the research here, 

or to confirm it and then proceed to the recommendations mentioned for option two. 

 That said, I recommend more strongly that districts move to option two based on 

the data. In this option, school and district personnel would work to alter existing 

structures in the three areas considered to be the most critical factors involved in the 

decision for young, highly-effective teachers to leave traditional districts for charter 

schools.  
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Factor one dealt with an increased opportunity for leadership development and 

skill-building for teachers at charter schools. Traditional schools should take a look at 

what they are currently doing and change it to offer a wider array of options. These 

options should include targeted and differentiated professional development that teachers 

have a say in both choosing and building themselves. Additionally, districts should 

provide more opportunities for campus and district leadership positions for teachers that 

allow them to remain in the classroom but also feel like a professional who is learning 

and practicing new skills. One example of this would be a Master Teacher track that 

allows young, highly-effective educators to remain teaching but spend part of their day 

coaching other teachers. Such a track would allow the master teacher to build their own 

skills in the areas of people management and adult facilitation. Charter schools already 

offer this role extensively. Moreover, districts might rethink any policies that place 

artificial time periods for teachers to be in the classroom before moving up into 

leadership roles. Forcing an already talented teacher to wait longer to take on an 

administrative role when a charter school will not, is an easy way for traditional public 

schools to lose out on a dynamic future leader. Charter schools should keep and expand 

these practices.  

I also recommend that districts think more critically about their school specific 

leadership. Bad leaders in traditional public schools drive young, highly-effective 

educators away. To combat this, schools should strive to not only hire good 

administrators but ones who can inspire future leaders and who are willing to not only 

guide them, but also stay to build schools into a place that the young, highly-effective 

teacher wants to stay and help build to. This research from these case studies suggest that 
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the young hotshot demographic chafes under bad leadership but also resents leaders who 

inspire them but then leave or are dismissed prematurely before the mission is completed. 

So far according to the research, charters have done a better job of staffing with the better 

leadership teams, but the research also suggests that participants are also weary that those 

leaders will not be around long enough to create the successes that the highly-effective 

and young teacher desire. 

Finally, I recommend that traditional public schools spend more time analyzing 

and debating long standing issues in education such as teacher pay, testing, curriculum, 

discipline, etc. Charters are seen as more on the cutting edge, more likely to tackle thorny 

educational policy issues, and more willing to make changes to policies that are not 

working. As long as traditional public schools are not seen this way, they will fall victim 

to the young, highly-effective educators’ disillusionment with systems and issues in the 

educational space. School and district committees staffed by educators, partnerships with 

universities, offering discounts on continuing education, discussing ideas about change, 

etc. would all go a long way to easing some of this disillusionment. Rather than making 

young, highly-effective teachers moan and groan, such policies might invest them in 

being a part of the change they wish to see in public schools. Once again, charter schools 

should heed this advice too and make sure that they either clarify, fully commit to, and 

even codify their existing strategies where they are doing this already.  

Traditional public schools and charter schools who employ these 

recommendations may potentially see a strong return on investment through the 

recruitment and retention of young, highly-effective educators. This return on investment 

could be seen in several key areas. Keeping these educators in the classroom helps 
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schools because the teachers can continue to hone their craft, build strong relationships 

with students and get better scores on measures of student achievement. Schools and 

districts might also spend less money and time on recruiting and hiring replacement 

educators. These resources might better be spent on other pressing issues such as 

improving existing programs, increasing test scores, etc. Ultimately, these benefits of 

keeping young, high-performing teachers satisfied make the recommendations outlined 

above to be worth considering and implementing.
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Appendix A: Written Response Questions 

1. Interviewee Background 

1.1. Where are you currently working? 

1.2. How long have you been there? 

1.3. Where did you grow up? 

1.4. Where did you go to college? 

1.5. Why did you get into teaching? 

1.6. How did you get into teaching? 

1.7. Briefly describe your current role in education 

1.8. Briefly describe other roles you have had in education 

2. District Experience 

2.1. Provide information about the district and campus.  

2.2. How long did you work in this role? 

2.3. How would you describe your experience on this campus or in this district? 

2.4. What factors made you decide to move? 

2.5. Which factor(s) played the largest role? 

2.6. How long did it take you to arrive at the decision? 

2.7. Did you discuss it with others? If so, who and why? What was their response?  

3. Charter School Experience 

3.1. Which charter school campus/network did you go to? 

3.2. What is your role there? 

3.3. What factors led you there? 

3.4. Are you satisfied with your choice? Why or why not? 
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3.5. Would you go back to a traditional district or school? Why or why not? 

4. Factors Involved in the Move 

4.1. What role did other people/organizations play in your move? 

4.2. What additional information should we know about your decision? 
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Appendix B: Survey Sample Questions 

 The survey questions can be found here: 

https://goo.gl/forms/GqEWenyCkQHCrctx2 

    

https://goo.gl/forms/GqEWenyCkQHCrctx2
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Appendix C: Phone Interview Sample Questions 

  Due to the length of the survey, only a sampling of questions is provided here.  

1. What factors led you to decide to move from a traditional public school to a 

charter school campus?  

2. Which of these factors played the most outsized role in your decision?  

3. What factors do you think led some of your colleagues to do the same?  

4. Why do you think that these factors mattered? 

5. How satisfied are you with your choice? 

6. Talk to me about the financial issues at play. 

7. Talk to me about the curriculum concerns. 

8. Where did professional development and career advancement factor in? 

9. Did perceptions about either school play a role? Elaborate here if possible.  

10. Did your affiliation with Teach For America impact your decision? 

 


