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ABSTRACT

TONYA MICHELLE PERRY-RICHARDSON
THE SHARED, LIVED EXPERIENCES OF ALTERNATIVELY CERTIFIED 
TEACHERS OF SECONDARY MATHEMATICS: A HERMENEUTIC 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY
Under the direction of VINCENT W. YOUNGBAUER, Ph.D.

The purpose of this study was to explore how prepared or unprepared six 

alternatively certified (AC), secondary mathematics teachers feel their training prepared 

them to teach in a Title I school. Since the research question sought to understand the 

experiences, perceptions and attitudes the participants shared during their first year(s) of 

teaching, a hermeneutic phenomenological design was used. With different perspectives 

given, a hermeneutic design examines each occurrence from many angles, then elaborates 

on what all individuals have in common. The results from this phenomenology revealed 

that each participant considered education a rewarding career and their choice to enroll in 

an AC program had a lot to do with the benefits it offered. Such benefits included 

quicker turnaround in obtaining a job, enrolling in tailored programs for career changers, 

financial assistance and the option to enter into the field with a higher degree thus, 

earning more money.

While initially appreciating the benefits of their program, after transitioning into 

the classroom, each participant recognized that their respective program did not fully 

prepare them to teach in a Title I school. They felt as though their program was



ineffective for teaching them how to deal with classroom management issues, diverse 

cultures within their classroom and on how to balance the daily duties and responsibilities 

of a new teacher. Getting through their initial years took having a strong support system 

in place, as well as patience and commitment, all the while learning on the fly.

In order to increase teacher effectiveness, it is important to understand the 

preparation experiences of novice teachers in alternative certification programs as they 

are the ones who are more likely to be placed in Title I environments. Understanding 

their needs can help employ effective practices that can be implemented into redesigning 

AC programs which can also help cut down on the overall attrition rate of teachers in 

these schools.

xiv



CHAPTER1 

INTRODUCTION

The First Day of School: The Personal and Professional Connection to the Topic 

I always look forward to new beginnings and the first day at a new job was 

definitely at the top of my list. Transitioning from corporate management to education, 

by way of an alternative certification program, was a little nerve racking for me. From 

what I heard and understood to be true, my new job meant that there would no longer be 

long hours in an office but instead a job that led to every holiday and summer off with no 

additional stress. It was a new beginning and as the days drew closer to starting, the fear 

and anxiety grew stronger.

Finally it was here, the first day of school! What would it be like? Would the 

students respect me? What if I choke? What if I make a mistake? I do not want to look 

stupid but I have no clue what I am doing, are all the thoughts that were running through 

my head as I approached a building with 1200 teenagers running around it. To be honest; 

it is not like I was given a lot of training in the art of teaching before this day had arrived. 

Other than a two week crash course that tried to squeeze in as many facets about teaching 

as possible before school started, I had not set foot in a high school building since I 

graduated from one. How much had high school changed since I was once a teenager 

running through the halls?

1
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I quickly gathered my composure as I approached my classroom door. Thirty 

minutes till show time. As I ran around frantically making sure everything was in order 

before students entered, copies made and so on, I noticed that some of my more veteran 

colleagues whom I had met in my department were overly relaxed, out mingling with one 

another, as if unaware that their rooms would soon be filled with 25 to 35 new faces. Did 

they know something I did not? Well, no time for questions, as I still felt as though I had 

a million things left to do before my day began.

Within minutes of gathering my composure for a second time, the bell rings. My 

heart beating frantically, I race to my doorway to greet all the new faces that enter my 

class. 20...22...25...30...35... are the numbers I rambled off in my head as students 

came filing into my room one by one. Finally, the tardy bell rings and I think to myself, 

how will I be able to contain 35 high-energy teenagers in this small, confined space of 

my classroom for 90 minutes?

As first block begins, I nervously begin to rattle off the name of the course and 

introduce myself. My voice trembling, I describe the first activity of the day. The class 

quietly listens and then begins to take part in the activity. Twenty-five minutes pass and 

they are complete. “Oh no, that did not last nearly as long as I planned it,” is the thought 

running through my mind. There are still 65 minutes left in class... what shall I do? Ok, 

think on the fly; create something. I got it. I will have them go around the room and 

introduce themselves and tell me something interesting that they would like for me to 

know. Clearly with, 35 students, this should take well over 35-40 minutes to complete. 

As the activity progresses, I notice that on the first day of school, students typically do
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not have much to say, so needless to say, the activity only lasts 20 minutes. With 45 

minutes left, I’m running out of ideas. I got it, I will have them fill out cards with their 

information and while they are writing, I will quickly run next door and see what the 

other teachers in my department are doing. Well, as I briefly exit my classroom to peak 

my head next door, I notice that the teacher has this beautiful agenda on the board that 

breaks her class down by activity per minutes. Wow, curious to see one more teacher’s 

class, I quickly move to the teacher’s room two doors down from mine. Again, I notice 

another beautiful agenda that lay out how efficiently his class would run. Was this 

something I was supposed to know to do? How is it everyone seemed to know this but 

me? I quickly hurried to my room to find my class finished and anxiously awaiting their 

next task; however, not having planned my day accordingly, I was out of ideas. I 

improvised until the bell rung and vowed that on tomorrow I would be overly prepared.

As the first day of school came to an end and with each subsequent block a repeat 

of the first block, those uncertainties and doubts that I had entering the building only 

turned into frustration and disappointments as I wondered if I would truly be an effective 

teacher? I quickly realized that I did not know what I was doing and yet everyone around 

me looked to have it together. I had to know, was I supposed to feel like this? Who else 

in the building was like me—a non-education major entering the field through an 

alternative certification program? How were they feeling after their first day? Was I 

right to feel this way or did I miss out on something by not going through the “proper” 4- 

year course of study? These are all questions that have remained with me that I still have 

yet to learn the answer to.
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This study seeks to help me learn the answer to those questions. I want to know 

the experiences of other alternatively certified teachers first years on the job. I want to 

get an understanding of how well prepared they felt they were for their classrooms. Did 

they question themselves the way I did? Did they wonder if their career-change into 

education was the right move? Did they wonder if they would truly make a difference? I 

want to know was I justified in feeling the way I did. To others like me, this study will 

aim to investigate if my experience is common across the field because words cannot 

describe the anxiety I felt wondering if I would be able to face another day, as the last 

bell rung on that first day of school.

Introduction to the Study 

As research is limited in addressing the experiences that alternatively certified 

teachers have during their first few years, this study explored the perceptions of six 

alternatively certified mathematics teachers, staffed in a Title I school in the central part 

of Georgia, in order to gain a better understanding on how their experiences as novice 

teachers impacted their pedagogy. Many research studies suggest that alternatively 

certified teaching candidates are sought after to fill vacancies in high-poverty schools 

because of high turnover rates (Darling-Hammond, 2010a; Mitchell & Romero, 2010; 

Mueller, 2012). For the purpose of this study, the term “high-poverty” is used 

interchangeably with the term “Title I.” Title I schools can be defined as high-poverty 

schools that receive funds from the federal government as a means to improve the 

academic achievement of the lowest achieving students in hopes of meeting state 

academic achievement standards (Georgia Department of Education [GaDOE], 2012, p.
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85). Statistics, such as the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) from previous years, 

looked at conditions of high-poverty schools and surveyed educators on a wide range of 

topics including teacher demands, perceptions of school climate as well as district hiring 

and retention practices, in order to provide descriptive data on the condition of education, 

under these circumstances, in the United States. Statistics from the 2003-2004 survey1 

reported that 34.7% of high-poverty schools had difficulty hiring mathematics teachers, 

compared to only 25.1% of suburban schools (p. 130).2 Four years later, the SASS 

survey of 2007-2008 went further to break down the percentage of public high school 

teachers reporting assignments in subjects for which they had not majored in order to fill 

vacancies. Regarding secondary mathematics, of the 27.5% that reported teaching the 

subject, 15.7% reported being certified, while the other 14% were teaching under a 

provisional license.3 In high poverty school districts today, proportions are growing even 

higher, indicating that qualified certified teachers are opting out of accepting positions in

1 The SASS 2003-2004 research was the latest instrument to survey the percentage of schools that had 

teaching vacancies by school type and characteristics

2 See Appendix B for the SASS 2003-2004 Table 14: Number and Percentage o f Schools that had Teaching 

Vacancies for the Current School Year, by Methods used for Covering Teaching Vacancies a t the School, 

School Type, and Selected School Characteristic: 2003 -  2004;

3 See Appendix C for the SASS 2007-2008: Number o f Public High School-Level Teachers who Reported a 

Specific Main Assignment and the Percentage with and without a Major in that Main Assignment, by 

Subject o f Main Assignment: 2007-2008; also, see Appendix D for the SASS 2007-2008: Number o f Public 

High School-Level Teachers who Reported a Specific Main Assignment and the Percentage with a Major 

and Certification in that Main Assignment, by Subject of Main Assignment: 2007- 2008
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these schools. As the number of vacancies continues to grow, Ng and Peter (2010) assert 

this is leaving . .  hard-to-staff districts to increasingly rely on alternative licensure 

programs to provide them with qualified teachers” (p. 140).

Although the qualifications required for hiring teachers in suburban or rural 

schools do not differ drastically from those who teach in Title I schools, teaching in these 

settings require an additional skill set; one in which qualified applicants have to be aware 

of the contextual variables that surround them in order to be successful. In a past study, 

Ladson-Billings (1999) noted the following:

Teaching in high poverty schools requires people who themselves are committed 

to protecting learners and learning . . .  because the context of the Title I setting 

creates challenging environments—issues of limited school funding, more 

inexperienced and under-qualified teachers, greater teacher turnover and more 

students assigned to special classes and categorical programs that are endemic.

(p. 233)

As it is important to acknowledge that certain patterns begin to emerge during a teacher’s 

primary years with regards to their pedagogy and beliefs, one must note that qualified 

applicants of Title I schools require an additional skill set, and for novice teachers, their 

first years are critical (Mallard, 2005). Learning how to socialize with students from 

various cultures; learning how to develop the norms of more experienced teachers; 

learning how to form relationships with students as well as learning how to connect 

professional knowledge with practice are all challenges novice teachers typically face 

within their first few years of teaching (Sleeter, 2008).
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A History on the Emergence of Alternative Certification in Georgia 

The Southern Regional Educational Board (SREB), a committee composed of 

government and educational leaders from the southern regions of the United States4 met 

in 1980 to begin to look at the critical teacher shortage that was emerging in the fields of 

mathematics and science in the region. Pondering on how to deal with the dilemma, 

officials began to question whether professional education requirements could be 

loosened to permit greater access to the teaching profession for candidates majoring in 

these fields outside of education. Decisions were made that recommended “states modify 

certain requirements to permit graduates in mathematics and science who lack 

professional education preparation to teach at the secondary levels, with safeguards to 

insure the quality of instruction” (Cornett, 1990, p. 55). Thereby, alternative routes to 

certification (AC) were initiated as a temporary enactment to assist in reducing teacher 

shortage. However, over time, numerous other vacancies began populating in many other 

areas of education, leading AC to expand into elementary and middle schools, as well as 

other specific areas of concentration such as Special Education and so on (Mayer,

Decker, Glazerman, & Silva, 2003).

In Georgia, a small number of alternative routes to certification had been 

implemented prior to 2001; however, these routes were only available to prospective 

teachers who held a minimum of a bachelor’s degree, along with significant work 

experience in their desired discipline. Acceptances into specified programs were

4 Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, 

Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia and West Virginia
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selective and rigorous. As time progressed and vacancies increased, the Professional 

Standards Commission (PSC) adopted Teach for Georgia in the summer of 2001 as a 

way to simplify the teacher certification process, which crammed teacher prep curriculum 

into a four week course offered to teacher candidates in the late summer before complete 

submersion into their own classroom. No longer were specific programs responsible for 

certifying prospective candidates, but school districts and regional service agencies now 

aided in certifying teachers (Baines, McDowell, & Foulk, 2001) as well as a variety of 

other institutions (i.e. local education agencies, state departments of education, higher 

education institutions and various other partnerships).

The Debate over Alternative Certification 

Mitchell and Romero (2010) posited that many opponents of alternatively 

certified (AC) programs “make passionate arguments that alternative certification is a 

watered-down teacher preparation program that places ill-prepared and under, or 

unqualified, teachers in our nation’s classrooms” (p. 3). As research shows that the 

required credentials for candidates entering into an alternative certification program have 

diminished since its initial rollout, a bachelor’s degree still remains a requirement for 

admittance into a qualified program, however, the candidate need only possess a 2.5 

overall undergraduate grade point average and no previous work experience to begin 

teaching (Feistritzer & Chester, 2001). Concerns are also growing regarding how people 

entering the field of education with no previous experience are being elevated to a 

position equivalent to those of university-educated teachers with at least four years of 

undergraduate training (Darling-Hammond, 2010b). Critics are asking policymakers to
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think about how this can potentially impact student performance in the classroom 

(Darling-Hammond, 2010a; Mitchell & Romero, 2010).

Cases have been made against the placement of alternatively certified teachers 

into classrooms because of the potentially negative effect on student growth and learning. 

Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor (2010) found that teacher credentials do affect student 

achievement and that the uneven distribution of teacher credentials by race and 

socioeconomic status of high school students further widens the achievement gap. Mayer 

et al. (2003) raised the question: Should not the process of becoming a teacher be sacred 

similar to that of becoming a doctor, lawyer, architect, or engineer, requiring many years 

of professional pre-service training? Would it be fair for someone pursuing an MD to 

begin practice prior to being trained? If a patient were to be misdiagnosed while the 

candidate was being trained, would the patient be willing to give the doctor a second 

chance? What if a pilot’s practicum involved flying passengers to and from destinations 

while concurrently learning how to fly the plane? If the plane were to crash, would the 

passengers be able to get up from the wreckage and encourage the pilot to keep trying 

and not give up. In critical fields such as these, there are no second chances. Since 

educators are molding minds, critiques are asking if the same should hold true when 

placing teachers that lack full teaching credentials into the classroom with children?

The area that is being most affected by this is low-income schools. Research has 

indicated that students with lower socioeconomic status tend to be assigned to classrooms 

with AC teachers that have no background credentials in education (Baumert et al., 2010; 

Hanushek & Rivkin, 2010). As Baumert et.al (2010) point out, “Teachers assigned to a
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class matters more in low SES schools than in high SES school” (p. 147), and it is 

becoming a “matter of grave concern” that the teachers with the lowest credentials work 

in the schools with the “lowest achieving students” (p. 158). This is particularly true for 

secondary level mathematics teachers. According to Ingersoll, Merrill, and May (2014), 

this setting is much more likely to see a first year math teacher that holds some type of 

emergency, temporary or provisional certificate than a more affluent school. As research 

makes note of the link between high poverty school districts and alternatively certified 

teachers, there is a “nearly universal agreement that teachers do matter to student growth 

and learning” (Ingersoll et al., 2014, p. 2). As research is lacking on the effect teacher 

training has on alternatively certified mathematics teacher’s pedagogy during their initial 

years of teaching (Siwatu, 2011), more discussion is needed on this topic. The 

experiences people bring from specific tasks can play an important role in the successes 

and failures of others in similar situations (Isaacs et al., 2012).

The Purpose of the Study 

Baumert et al. (2010) assert that there is a shared understanding in research that 

content-specific knowledge and pedagogical knowledge and skills are important domains 

that determine the instructional quality of student learning in secondary mathematics 

classrooms. There is also consensus in teacher education literature that having a strong 

content knowledge in mathematics at the secondary level improves not only the overall 

performance of the students but the experience of the teacher in the classroom as well 

(Boyd, Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2009). Implications from past studies 

also revealed that teachers who take more content-level mathematics and pedagogical
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courses in preparation to teach at the secondary level tend to be more effective in the 

classroom in comparison to those teachers who have limited amounts of access to the 

same courses (Boyd et al., 2009).

Since a math teacher’s knowledge is “central to how well the teacher can use curriculum 

materials, assess student progress and judge how to present, emphasize and sequence the 

material” (Swackhamer, Koellner, Basile, & Kimbrough, 2009, p. 74), it was important to 

explore their training and address the role it played in their experiences in the classroom. 

Studies reveal that mathematics teachers are more prone to enter education through an 

alternative route (Ingersoll et al., 2014). Therefore, it is critical to differentiate between 

teachers known as traditionally certified and those alternatively certified because of the 

assumption that their perceptions in response to environmental stimuli differ as well as 

their actions on how they choose to react in their environment. In this study, alternatively 

certified teachers are those teachers who have transitioned into education from another 

career. These teachers received preparation through an alternative method (other than 

traditional college coursework) and granted certification to teach in the public school 

classroom. Figure 1 provides a diagram that summarizes the differences between the two 

routes.
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TRADITIONAL ROUTE

ENTRANCE TRAINING CERTIFICATION JOB

Acceptance into an 
education program 

within a 4-year 
university

Complete required 
courses (generally 4 

years); field practicums; 
granting of a Bachelor’s 

degree in Education

Full certification 
received after the 

successful 
completion/passing of 

the state mandated basic 
skills and subject matter 

test

“Highly Qualified” to 
teach in any public 

school system within the 
certifying state for the 

tested content area.

ALTERNATIVE ROUTE

ENTRANCE

Sought after by 
many mid-career 

changers; 
Bachelor’s degree 
required for entry 

into a program

TRAINING

Programs vary but 
generally minimal 

to no training 
provided prior to 

employment

JOB

Acquire a job 
under a 

provisional 
certificate; 

become teacher of 
record but work 

with a mentor and 
candidate support 

team (CST) during 
first 3 years in the 

classroom

TRAINING

Complete 
pedagogical 

training courses 
while working; 

number of hours 
for successful 

completion varies 
per program

 >

CERTIFICATION

After completion of 
all hours and the 

passing of all state 
tests (basic skills 
and subject tests), 
full certification is 

granted

Figure 1. Traditional versus Alternative Routes to Certification

Although several studies exist that discuss the various types of AC programs 

available, as well as the percentage of people that enroll in them by race, ethnicity, and 

age group, research is limited in discussing how these career changers adapt in their new 

career. The purpose of this study is to provide voice to AC high school mathematics 

teachers. It is not aimed at deciding if one preparation track is better than the other
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(traditional versus alternative). It is aimed at exploring how prepared or unprepared six 

alternatively certified secondary mathematics teachers feel their training equipped them 

to teach in a Title I environment.

Significance to Education 

Significant differences have been detected in the perceptions traditionally 

certified teachers have compared to alternatively certified teachers; however, researchers 

have noted a lack of studies exist that explore how teacher preparation programs 

contribute to the field of education regarding teacher supply and quality (Clarke & 

Thomas, 2009; Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002; Maier & Youngs, 2009; 

Rosenburg, Boyer, Sindelar, & Misra, 2007). Sandoval-Lucero et al. (2011) state that 

more studies are necessary to explore the effects teacher’s preparation tracks have on 

their perceptions and experiences.

While it would be beneficial to focus on all alternatively certified mathematics 

teachers in Georgia, as teacher turnover grows, teachers from one Title I metropolitan 

school were the focus in this study. Title I schools are generally defined as those schools 

in which 40% or more of its enrolled students are from low-income families. Income 

levels are measured through census data, the number of children eligible for free/reduced 

priced meals and by the number of children in families receiving assistance under state 

funded programs, such as the Social Security Act, Temporary Assistance for Needy 

Families (TANF) and Medicaid (GaDOE, 2012). The school to be used qualified for this 

study as it met Title I requirements, with data indicating for the 2011-2012 school year 

that the population had 65% students qualifying for free or reduced lunch (GaDOE, 2012;
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Public School Review, 2013) and more than 30% of the mathematics teachers 

alternatively certified. As Ganchorre and Tomanek (2012) note:

The greatest need for highly trained teachers is in schools and districts with a 

large proportion of students from low-income or poor households. These schools 

experience greater rates of teacher turnover among teachers who are most 

effective, compared to less effective teachers, as measured by student 

performance on standardized tests, (p. 88)

Students from low-income/poor households in high poverty schools are 3 to 10 times 

more likely to be taught by alternatively certified teachers thus making this study a 

significant piece to add to the research that currently exists regarding the experiences 

these teachers have during their initial years (Adamson & Darling-Hammond, 2011; 

Walden, 2013).

Overview of the Research Method 

For the purpose of this study, a hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative design 

was used to describe the shared experiences of the six alternatively certified math 

teachers. Cohen, Kahn, and Steeves (2000) posited that phenomenology is often useful to 

explore situations when a different perspective is necessary. Van Manen (1990) said, 

“Lived experience is the starting point and the end point of phenomenological research” 

(p. 36). Creswell (2007) noted that a narrative is appropriate when reporting the events in 

a single subject’s life, and phenomenology is appropriate to describe the lived 

experiences in several individuals’ lives: “Phenomenologists focus on describing what all 

individuals have in common as they experience a phenomenon” (pp. 57-58). Moustakas



(1994) described phenomenological research as having certain principles, processes, and 

methods, which follow:

• Phenomenology focuses on the appearance of things . . .  removed from 

everyday routines and biases in the natural world of everyday living.

• Phenomenology is concerned with wholeness, with examining entities from 

many sides, angles, and perspectives.

• Phenomenology seeks meaning from appearances and arrives at essences 

through intuition and reflection on conscious acts of experience, which leads 

to ideas, concepts, judgments, and understandings.

• Phenomenology is committed to descriptions of experiences, and not 

explanations or analyses.

• Phenomenology keeps a phenomenon alive, illuminates its presence, 

accentuates its underlying meanings, enables the phenomenon to linger, and 

retains its spirit as near to its nature as possible (pp. 58-59).

Gadamer (1976) and Heidegger (1927/1988) recommended using hermeneutics to 

unmask what is hidden behind the phenomenon. Van Manen (1990) wrote, 

“Hermeneutics is the theory and practice of interpretation. The word derives from the 

Greek god, Hermes, whose task it was to communicate messages from Zeus and other 

gods to ordinary mortals” (p. 179). Gadamer (1976) said, “The hermeneutic process 

involves a circle through which scientific understanding occurs. Through which we 

correct our prejudices or set them aside and hear ‘what the text says to us” (p. xviii). In 

hermeneutic phenomenological research, interviews are an appropriate method of data
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collection (Van Manen, 1990). The interviews for this study consisted of six, core, open- 

ended questions. Mertens (2009) indicated that open-ended questions improve the 

quality of each interviewee’s response. To capture the experiences of the six participants, 

open-ended interview questions designed with meaning ascribed to the phenomena of 

entering the teaching profession from non-traditional routes were used.

Mertens (2009) also states that it is best to interview participants in a setting 

conducive to giving open and honest responses. Thus, for the purpose of this study, the 

participant’s natural setting was used to gather up-close information about experiences 

that occurred at the site. As the researcher o f this study and as one of the alternatively 

certified teachers who teaches in the same high school, I was also a participant as well as 

a key instrument in collecting the data, examining documents and observing behaviors 

(Laverty, 2003; Van Manen, 1990).

In qualitative research, a researcher typically uses multiple sources of data, such as 

interviews, observations, and documents, instead of just one form of data (Merriam, 

2009). In this study, I used anecdotal information gathered from my observations of the 

participants as they went about their teaching duties. I also utilized research articles and 

a researcher’s journal in addition to the interviews and a focus group.

As phenomenology is often useful to explore situations when a different 

perspective is needed (Cohen et al., 2000), this study served to answer questions of 

meaning, especially when the task was to understand the experience of those who 

experienced it (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990).
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Research Question

Clotfelter et al. (2010) argued that the greatest need for highly-qualified teachers 

are in high poverty schools because there seems to be a link between staffing 

alternatively certified teachers in Title I schools. Their research noted that these schools 

often employ higher proportions of inexperienced teachers who carry non-regular 

teaching licenses to teach core academic subjects, like mathematics at the secondary 

level.

According to NCLB, “Those individuals who hold a bachelor’s degree as well as 

a state teaching license and demonstrate competence in the academic subject he/she 

teaches [is considered] highly-qualified” (as cited in Chingos & Peterson, 2011, p. 5). 

While there are several studies conducted on new teachers in high poverty schools and 

the idea of what it means to be highly-qualified, studies remain largely undocumented 

that analyze the overall effect mathematic teacher’s credentials have on their experiences 

at the high school level (Carter & Keiler, 2009). Since many opponents of the alternative 

certification program have been known to consider alternatively certified teachers 

under/unqualified, this phenomenological study sought to examine from six alternatively 

certified mathematics teachers, now fully certified teachers, their experiences, 

perceptions, opinions and attitudes about the certification process as well as their initial 

years of teaching in a Title I high school. The central research question for this study 

was: What are the shared lived experiences, perceptions, and attitudes of alternatively 

certified mathematics teachers in a Title I high school?
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Following are six questions that made up the core of the interview questions. 

These “questions remained as open-ended as possible in order to let the subject choose 

dimensions of the question they wanted to answer. The dimensions they chose were an 

important source of data because they revealed an aspect of the individual’s relevance 

structure” (Bowden, 2000, p. 9). The interview questions were:

• Describe your career prior to entering teaching and the reasons you changed 

careers.

•  Explain why an alternative route to teacher certification was chosen over a 

traditional four-year college teacher preparation program?

• Describe the process you went through to become a certified teacher.

•  How well do you feel you were prepared to teach mathematics in the 

secondary setting given your choice to gain certification through an alternative 

teacher preparation program?

• Describe the challenges or benefits you experienced in your first year[s] as a 

certified teacher.

•  What would you have done differently, if anything, in your path to becoming 

a certified mathematics teacher?

These interview questions strived to dive into the history of each teacher. They also 

aimed to inform the reader of each participant’s background prior to entering education 

so that a framework could be laid for understanding their experiences, perceptions, and 

attitudes towards teaching.
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Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in a pragmatic-postmodern framework. Pragmatism 

resonates with practitioners because its purpose is to catch their voice and experiences. It 

contends that most philosophical topics such as knowledge, concepts, meanings and 

beliefs are best viewed in terms of their practical uses and successes rather than theory or 

ideology and since human experiences are qualitative in nature, it uses human inquiry as 

its main focal point (Shields, 1998). Similar is postmodernism, which tends to reject the 

idealized view of truth to replace it with dynamic changing truths bounded by time, space 

and perspective. It holds that human conduct is malleable, based on the constant flux of 

societal norms, which allows any person to be theoretically capable of acting in any way 

in order to work toward continuous constructions of truth (Brookfield, 2010).

John Dewey, considered one of the most important of the classical pragmatists, 

contended that “scientific progress occurred in the interaction between practice and 

production and theory was the tool that mediated it” (as cited in Shields, 1998, p. 199). 

Focusing on teachers who enter the field of education through alternative routes, 

pragmatism proposes that since, in most alternative programs, there is very limited sound 

educational base acquired in pedagogy before teacher candidates are put into practice, 

one can gain knowledge and skills without ever learning about theory. Over time, they 

will develop skills and understanding that will test theories from the multitude of 

experiences they will encounter as an extension of practical inquiry.

Practical inquiry, according to Dewey is “common to practical problem solving, 

common sense investigations of our surroundings, scientific inquiry . . .  and so on . . . ”



20

(as cited in Hookway, 2013, Section 4.2). As Charles S. Pierce, the founder of the 

principle of pragmatism noted:

Nothing new is ever learned by analyzing definitions. . .  we can learn from a 

definition only if we already have a clear understanding of the defining term s.. .  a 

higher grade of ‘perspicuity’ is possible, one that supplements the verbal 

definition with a detailed description of how the concept is employed in practice, 

(as cited in Hookway, 2013, Section 2)

Dewey’s philosophical stance was that it is not enough to know how concepts are related 

to one another theoretically, but that we also need to know how they work when applied 

in concrete situations (Burke, 2013).

Research that focuses on teacher quality from only the perspective of those that 

enter the field of education through traditional routes while ignoring those that enter 

through alternative routes will end up with an incomplete picture of how knowledge can 

be applied. In this study, pragmatism demands the need to understand how different 

types of knowledge acquired through alternatively based routes can better articulate the 

relationship between conceptual understanding, formal/scientific knowledge and 

professional experience.

Postmodernism’s foundation lies in the belief that there are no universal truths 

that can judge the validity of knowledge. By truths, large-scaled theories/philosophies 

that entitle a person to know everything by science of the world around them is meant. 

Postmodernism argues that we are always working to find the truth because one’s self is
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forever changing, so, knowledge can shift as quickly as the context shifts (Learning 

Theories/Post-Modem Theories, 2013).

Two philosophical postmodernists, Michel Foucault and Jean-Francois Lyotard, 

insisted that it was impossible for a universal social science to exist. As time has passed, 

individuals have become alert to diversity, differences, beliefs, and so on; therefore, we 

do not need to continue to inherit our ways of thinking from a world that no longer exists 

(Bradford, 2011). Knowledge needs to be traced to different discourses and practices 

because people’s different positions in society may mean that the knowledge framed 

within them is different (Agger, 1991). Knowledge is socially constructed and takes 

form in the eyes of the knower. It is contextual, rather than out there waiting to be 

discovered and can be tentative, fragmented, multifaceted and not necessarily rational 

(Kilgore, 2001)

Postmodernism examines the world from multiple perspectives of class, race, 

gender, and other identifying group affiliations and accept that what is real is what a 

person observes, believes or experiences. Different cultures can see the world in 

different lights, so one’s particular cultural view as a universal truth may not be the truth 

in another culture. We each construct our own meaning of the world around us, even 

when we share the same environment (Learning Theories/Post-Modem Theories, 2013). 

Therefore, this study used the postmodern framework, in conjunction with the pragmatic 

framework, to examine how teachers who entered the field through alternative routes 

experienced the practices of teaching differently.
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The pragmatic-postmodern framework provided a lens for this study that revealed 

that learning can indeed, take place through experience. Although alternatively certified 

teachers may not enter the field with a strong background in the theoretical underpinnings 

of pedagogy, this framework stresses the priority of action over doctrine and experiences 

over fixed principles.

Definitions of Terms 

The technical terms used throughout this study can oftentimes have unusual or 

ambiguous meanings. To gain a common understanding of the concepts that are 

discussed within the scope of this study, the following operational terms are defined: 

Alternative certification program is an avenue to become licensed to teach that 

varies from short summer programs that place candidates in teaching assignments with 

full responsibility for students after a few weeks of training to those that offer 1- or 2- 

year post baccalaureate programs with ongoing support, integrated coursework, close 

mentoring and supervision (Darling-Hammond et al., 2002, p. 287).

Alternatively certified teacher is a teacher who has transitioned into education 

from another career and has been prepped through an alternative method (other than 

traditional college coursework) and granted certification through the state’s department of 

education (Fox & Peters, 2013).

Georgia Department o f  Education is the governing agency responsible for 

overseeing public education throughout the state o f Georgia and ensures laws are 

followed as well as the proper allocation of funds to districts within Georgia (GaDOE, 

2012).
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Highly-qualified teacher was defined under the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB), Section 7801 (23), as a teacher who (a) holds at least a bachelor’s degree; (b) 

demonstrates a high level of competency in the academic subject he/she teaches; (c) has 

obtained full state certification (including certification obtained through an alternative 

route); and (d) has not had certification or licensure requirements waived on an 

emergency, temporary or provisional basis. Additionally, requirements under Section 

200.56 of the NCLB (2002) state that for teachers participating in an alternative route to 

certification program to be deemed highly-qualified, they must:

• Participate in a high quality professional development program that is 

sustained, intensive and classroom focused

•  Receive intensive supervision that consists of structured guidance and regular, 

ongoing support

• Function as the teacher of record in the classroom only for a specified period 

of time, not to exceed 3 years

• Demonstrate satisfactory progress toward full certification as prescribed by 

the state (pp. 66 -  67).

High poverty schools are generally defined as those schools that receive Title I 

funding and 40% or more of the student population qualify for free or reduced lunch 

(Fram, Miller-Cribbs, & Van-Horn, 2007; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; 

Richardson, Alexander, & Castleberry, 2008; Vanderslice, 2010; Viadero, 2005).

No Child Left Behind, a federal act signed into law by President George W. Bush 

in 2001, amended the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), Public Law



24

107-110 20 U.S.C. Sect. 6301 et seq. It expanded the role of the federal government into 

public education based on the premise that setting high standards and measurable goals 

can improve individual outcomes in education:

The act incorporates increased accountability for states, school districts and 

schools; allows greater choice for parents and students (particularly those 

attending low-performing schools); allows more flexibility for states and local 

educational agencies (LEAs) in the use o f federal education dollars; and puts a 

stronger emphasis on reading, especially for younger children. (No Child Left 

Behind Act o f2001,2002, p. 1)

Pedagogy is the theoretical study of education put into practice; the understanding 

of the teaching and learning process (the methods, ideals and philosophies) and the 

practical knowledge derived from putting it into practice (Csibra & Gergely, 2006)

Student outcomes are the goals and objectives educators want students to know 

and be able to accomplish by the end o f a unit o f study; typically measured by 

assessments that evaluate how successful students are in meeting the standards 

(Washington Central Supervisory Union, n.d.).

Teacher effectiveness is a teacher’s ability to perform tasks related to teaching 

(Fives, 2003)

Title I  school is a school that receives funds from the federal government as a 

means to improve the academic achievement of the lowest achieving students in hopes of 

meeting state academic achievement standards (GaDOE, 2012, p.85)
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Traditional certification program is a four-year college-based undergraduate 

teacher education program that includes the following:

[It] typically combines subject matter instruction, pedagogy classes, and field 

experience . . .  teachers in training typically go through a period of student 

teaching, which is generally unpaid, and often are required to hike a battery of 

assessments before they receive their degrees. (U.S. Department of Education, 

2005, p. 6-7)

Traditionally certified teacher defines a teacher who received preparation through 

a four-year college-based undergraduate teacher education program and granted 

certification through the state’s department of education (Bowe, Braam, Lawrenz, & 

Kirchhoff, 2009)

Assumptions, Limitations, Delimitations, and Scope

Assumptions

Ellis and Levy (2009) stated, “Assumptions serve as the basic foundation of any 

proposed research and constitute what the researcher takes for granted, however, taking 

things for granted may cause much misunderstanding” (p. 331). The first assumption of 

this study is that all participants will answer the questions to the best of their ability, 

honestly and openly. Creswell (2007) cited the need for integrity for without integrity, 

the dependability, and credibility o f the research would be considerably compromised. It 

is also assumed that the participants will not discuss the study with one another until all 

the interviews are completed.
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It is assumed that a qualitative method is appropriate for this study and a 

hermeneutic phenomenological design is the appropriate research design. It is assumed 

that the interview questions will be free from bias, leading questions, or any ambiguity.

It is assumed that the themes garnered from the interviews will be the pertinent themes 

from the interviews.

Limitations

Because every study has biases or particular threats to validity and can involve 

multiple interpretations, as well as other moral and ethical components (Whittemore, 

Chase, & Mandle, 2001), researchers must be able to move back and forth between the 

direction of their analysis and the development of their study in order to ensure rigor 

(Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Rigor determines if the conclusions 

drawn by researchers are trustworthy. As a teacher certified through an alternative 

certification program, that has all of her experience teaching in Title I high schools, I am 

aware of the potential bias in terms of researcher bias. My preconceived notions, beliefs 

and assumptions about my experiences as an alternatively prepped teacher, as well as my 

self-efficacy may offer some predisposed biases to the validity of this study. As a 

researcher, I will try to remain focused and disciplined in regards to the purpose of this 

study and refrain from presenting bias.

Next, any study that uses observations and interviews is at risk for dealing with 

extraneous information that could impact the results of a study. Teachers will be asked to 

participate in interviews that question their perceptions of themselves; as well as their 

effectiveness in the classroom and the researcher will make several observations and take
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field notes about the teaching practices. These are all highly subjective techniques that 

could be greatly impacted by respondent’s bias, as they may not reflect the truest 

information regarding one’s own belief of their own self-efficacy or effectiveness. 

Honesty and integrity of the participants play a critical part in the validity of this study. 

Participation will be contingent upon the approval of the district superintendent and 

building principal, which could possibly limit the number of potential participants. 

Delimitations

The study focused on one Title I school in a metropolitan area in Georgia. This 

school district provided six eligible high schools that could have participated in this 

study. However, for these schools to be eligible, they must have housed at least 30% or 

more alternatively certified teachers, who taught secondary mathematics courses.

Scope

This study is narrowed in scope to one Title I high school. The perceptions, 

opinions, and attitudes o f only six alternatively certified teachers were included. 

Moreover, only teachers who taught mathematics at the time of data collection were 

interviewed. The scope of this study could potentially be viewed as particular and unique 

in its own way, thus affecting the generalizability of its findings. The researcher’s task 

was to “provide sufficient thick descriptions about each case so that the readers can 

understand the contextual variables operating in that setting” (Mertens, 2010, p. 310).

This will then allow the reader to subjectively generalize each case to his or her own 

personal experiences.



Summary

Research is limited on how routes to certification affect teaching in critical areas 

such as mathematics. It is imperative to study secondary teacher’s routes to certification 

in order to understand how their preparation affects their overall perception of themselves 

as a teacher as well as their experiences. Baumert et al. (2010) noted the following:

Qualitative research on teacher knowledge acknowledges that the mathematical 

content knowledge required for high-quality instruction is not general 

mathematical knowledge that is picked up incidentally but profession-specific 

knowledge that is acquired in university-level training, (p. 138-139)

As high poverty schools continue to increasingly rely on alternatively certified teachers to 

fill vacant slots (Ng & Peter, 2010); this study set out to explore how well alternatively 

certified secondary mathematics teachers felt they were prepared to teach in the 

classroom, given their chosen route of training.



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

From the initial set-up of education in the Americas to present, states and school 

boards continue to meet to address how teacher preparation affects quality (Boyd, 

Goldhaber, Lankford, & Wyckoff, 2007). Since the emergence of alternative 

certification programs, many critics believe that the candidates o f these expedited 

programs lack the necessary time spent learning about pedagogy in order to be effective 

in the classroom (Harris, 2009), while others believe that the performance of alternatively 

certified teachers yields no difference from those traditionally certified (Gibbs, 2013).

By taking a look back at the establishment of teacher-training institutes in America, so 

that one can understand how it led to setting higher standards for teachers through the 

certification process to narrowing the focus to Georgia’s teacher preparation programs 

and secondary Title I mathematics teachers, this chapter aims to build a case for 

understanding why the perceptions and experiences of alternatively certified teachers that 

teach in high-risk schools matter.

History of the Establishment of Teacher-Training Institutes

Nineteenth century teachers were typically male, and the typical teacher had only

attended grammar school (Tyack, 1974). Among the best, or as Tyack called “the cream

of the crop,” (p. 59) only about one-fourth had a normal school diploma. None of the

male teachers had any pedagogical training whatsoever. The only knowledge that was

29
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taught was that of the academic subject they were to teach. Until about the 1830s, 

occasional expressions were made that nothing more than a pure academic training was 

needed by a teacher (Dexter, 1919). As time pressed forward and populations grew, so 

did the student body and the demand for more teachers. To begin to eliminate the 

dilemma of hiring less educated teachers, interests began to spark in developing schools 

specifically designed for training teachers. In 1823, Samuel R. Hall established the first 

school to train teachers. Following suit, other states began to initiate schools for teachers 

as well. The intent for these schools were to be more professionally-oriented since 

primary schools were becoming more academic-based.

Emerging around the 1840s were two different pushes for the set-up of teacher 

training schools. The first being the specific establishment of special institutions for the 

training of teachers while the second was the modification of the courses of study in 

existing academies to meet the needs of teachers (Dexter, 1919, p. 374). James G. Carter, 

considered the father of the teacher training school movement, published an essay on the 

matter of the institution for the training o f teachers. This treatise led to the election of a 

state legislature in 1835, followed by a passage of a bill being providing for a state board 

of education in 1837 and the establishment of the Normal School Act in 1838. Things 

were now underway to resolve the issue of establishing the most appropriate teacher 

training programs in order to promote teacher education.

As normal schools had generally been the only means for training teachers, states 

were beginning to set aside special appropriations to support the start-up of teacher 

courses and programs. The Board of Regents, supportive of the establishment of the
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specific pathways for the training of teachers over normal schools commented that these 

academies would become “fit seminaries for imparting instruction in the highest branches 

of English education, and especially for qualifying teachers o f the common schools” 

(Dexter, 1919, p. 375). Five classes/types of teacher training institutes were developed: 

(a) state normal schools, (b) private normal schools, (c) city training schools, (d) 

pedagogical departments in colleges and universities and (e) teacher’s college.

State normal schools varied greatly in the amount of academic and professional 

courses that were taught. Typically, for those candidates desiring to teach that entered 

this class of normal school with the minimal requirements (grammar-school completion), 

four-year courses of study were prescribed. Those who entered who were high school 

graduates followed a two-year track of study. The general course of study recommended 

in a typical teachers training program included courses in: arithmetic, elementary 

Algebra, plane Geometry, English grammar, English, elements o f rhetoric, zoology, 

botany, physics, chemistry, nature study, civics, economics, physiography, psychology, 

sociology, general physical education, gymnastics, manual training (domestic science), 

penmanship, drawing, reading, music, fine arts, history, folklore, pedagogy and school 

sanitation. Observation and teaching were part of the curriculum as well. Teacher 

candidates observed expert teachers, then taught under the scrutiny of these expert 

teachers, who served as their critics. Observations and practice teaching were either 

divided for participants among several grades or by certain subjects depending on their 

particular area of interest or whether they desired to be specialists in a particular subject. 

Dexter (1919) notes two hundred hours of practice teaching and observation were
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generally required before graduation (equating to one hour per day for one full school 

year).

As more and more state normal schools began to emerge, critics were proclaiming 

that these schools were nothing more than “short cuts to the teaching profession that 

usually required no prerequisites for admission other than maturity; whose courses were 

short and accomplishments superficial” (Dexter, 1919, p. 384). This sparked the start-up 

of another class of teacher training schools, private normal schools. These schools, 

privately-funded, could set their own rigor for training teachers by requiring prerequisite 

skills before being admitted to their program, in hopes of producing a higher quality of 

teacher. Taking off, by the beginning of the twentieth century, more than 118 private 

normal schools had been developed.

Next, larger cities started providing their own schools for training teachers. In the 

simplest form, these programs were considered nothing more than a one year extended 

study outside of the four years of high school that was becoming required of potential 

teacher candidates. The programs were mostly made up of pedagogical courses 

alongside observations and practice teaching. It was becoming a proficient way to 

furnish the primary grades with teachers and by the turn of the twentieth century, had 

established more than forty-four locations in the United States.

Looking further into teacher training programs, it was soon realized that state 

normal schools, private normal schools and city training schools were being used 

primarily to provide properly trained teachers for elementary and rural schools. There 

was still a need for teachers at secondary levels and in higher education. To help with the
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issue of supplying teachers at the secondary level, colleges and universities established 

pedagogical departments that offered courses specifically adapted to the professional 

needs of the teacher. Institutions began designing programs that offered courses under 

four general headings: (a) philosophical, (b) historical, (c) organization and 

administration and (d) special methods. Although course offerings varied too greatly 

from institution to institution for generalizations to be made, typical courses under the 

philosophical heading included training in philosophy of education, principles of 

education, general pedagogy, educational theory, educational foundations and 

educational aesthetics. Under the historical framework, training in the general history of 

education, the history of education in special countries (Grecian, Roman, German and 

English), the development of the American school system, the comparative study of 

national school studies and the study of education classics occurred. Courses in 

organization and administration carried special references to secondary work and courses 

in special methods entailed a vast array of courses offered with direct secondary school 

application. By the beginning of the twentieth century, more than 247 pedagogical 

departments had been established in higher institutions (Dexter, 1919).

For those individuals desiring to teach in higher institutions such as colleges and 

universities or desiring to be principals and superintendents, teachers’ college was 

established. This class o f teacher training school varied greatly from the other classes of 

teacher training institutes (state and private normal schools, city training schools and the 

pedagogical departments of colleges and universities) because they conducted a higher 

degree of work than the normal schools. These schools were set up to specifically train
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those desiring to be masters in their field. Notable institutes, such as Teachers College at 

Columbia, the School of Pedagogy at NYU and the School of Education of the University 

of Chicago, were among a few established.

As more and more candidates entered the education field and began attending 

these teacher training schools, the concerns remained at the turn of the twentieth century 

. . .  that since the demand for teachers outran the output of the training schools, 

some methods must be made use of, to supply, at least, in part, the lack of 

preparation before entering the schoolroom, through professional study after the 

work of teaching had been taken up; and also to furnish an inspiration to some 

form of continuation study on the part of those who had a professional 

preparation. (Dexter, 1919, p. 392)

As data had revealed, there were 439,596 teachers currently teaching at the time, of 

which only 94,157 of them had been through any type of teacher training. This desire to 

train those teaching prior to the establishment of teacher training schools initiated the 

start-up of (a) teacher institutes, (b) teacher meetings under the direction of 

principals/superintendents and (c) reading circles.

Teacher institutes consisted of brief, normal sessions held at different times of the 

year, usually under the direction of the county superintendent of schools. Its content was 

almost entirely made up of academic work and attendance was voluntary with expenses 

paid for by the teachers themselves. As time progressed, and the initial teacher training 

schools improved in their academic teachings, the teacher institutes quickly began taking 

on a more professional stance in training teachers.
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Teacher meetings, conducted under the direction of the superintendent, were held 

for purposes of study and discussion. The character of the meetings was stated to be a 

“proficient means for pedagogical instruction with lectures, assigned readings and 

required participation from teachers during these meetings” (Dexter, 1919, p. 396) and 

depended upon the interest and efficiency of the supervising officer.

Last, teacher’s reading circles, comprised of teachers, was a reading circle usually 

either led by a teacher of some special background knowledge, a superintendent or the 

state board of directors. Teachers chose specific books to read. Questions were prepared 

followed by suitable examination of the topic. Those who successfully passed the 

examination were issued certificates.

Alternative Teacher Certification History

Dating back to as early as 1701, documentation showing some kind of certificate 

of proficiency was required in order to teach. Teachers could be issued one of three 

certificates to teach. The first type was a county certificate. These certificates were 

usually good for 1-2 years, generally elementary in character and were intended for 

teachers in rural schools. The second was the state certificate, good for a definite period, 

usually 5 years and was much more advanced in character than the county certificate.

The third type, the state life certificate, was only given after a rigid examination was 

taken over all the common school branches alongside subjects of a higher caliber 

requiring knowledge on educational theory and practice.5

5 For a complete breakdown of the granting of certificates by type, broken down by state, refer to 

Appendix E as copied from Dexter, E.G. (1919). A history of education in the United States. Macmillan
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More than half a decade later, higher numbers o f teachers were being trained; 

however, the supply was still not keeping up with the demand for teachers. Shortage 

projections were forecast based on the growing number of students enrolling in 

elementary and secondary schools, teacher attrition rates steadily rising, fewer candidates 

entering the field of education and higher numbers of teachers retiring. Assuming all this 

continued, it was projected that only two-thirds of the demand for new teachers would be 

filled. By 1980, this projection of a potential teacher shortage led to the evolution of 

what is called “alternative teacher certification programs” (Feistritzer, 2008).

Alternative certification programs differ from traditional certification programs in 

that traditional routes for licensing teachers have always been through an approved 

teacher college preparation program, as mentioned in the prior history of teacher training. 

The candidate applies directly to the teaching program they desire to enter; takes the 

required sequence of courses; meets all specified requirements for graduation (student 

teaching, passing of exams and other requirements as specified by the program); then is 

granted a license to teach. As time moved forward, traditional certification programs 

began to dwindle in enrollment numbers, thus, requiring alternative methods be put in 

place to aid in placing more teachers in the classroom.

Since its evolution, the term alternative certification has changed from that of 

alternative to emergency certification to “programs designed specifically to bring into the 

teaching profession, qualified adults with at least a bachelor’s degree and considerable 

life experience” (Feistritzer, 2008, p. 135). It is a program, set-up to cater to adults, who 

already hold a bachelor’s degree, that want to teach, but do not want to enter into another
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four year college program. By law, one cannot teach in a public school in the United 

States without a teaching license, so alternative certification programs aim to train and 

successfully help these individuals obtain their teaching license without having to 

complete a traditional four-year college program (Feistritzer, 2001).

According to Feistritzer (2008), justification for alternative certification programs 

was originally put in place to handle the projection of teacher shortages. It goes on 

further to state that many states saw this as a quick fix to handling this issue. Some of the 

first states to implement alternative certification were New Jersey and Texas, 

respectively. New Jersey enacted legislation in 1984 for alternative certification 

programs because it desired a better route for bringing teachers into the classroom other 

than emergency certification. Texas implemented its first program in 1985 under the 

justification of teacher shortage projections. As more and more states began to follow 

suit, by 2006, “all 50 states including the District of Columbia had developed some type 

of alternate route to teacher certification,” (Fiestritzer, 2008, p. 7) totaling more than 128 

alternative certification programs for teachers in the United States. Appendix F contains 

a complete breakdown by state.

Georgia Teacher Certification History 

Since 1993, there has been a tremendous growth in the interest of alternative 

certification programs (Sass, 2011). Interest has been seen from an array o f people 

transitioning from different careers. Interest for these programs was sparked in Georgia 

around 1950. The state implemented its first alternative certification program during this 

time. It was designed to help certify mid-career changers, military personnel retirees,
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former teachers wishing to return to education, recent liberal arts graduates, people who 

were trained to teach many years ago but never pursued it and high school graduates 

interested in majoring in education (Feistritzer, 2008). As incentives were offered to 

those individuals entering these programs in Georgia, interests rose and more people 

began pursuing teaching credentials through alternative certification programs.

According to the Georgia Professional Standards Commission (GaPSC) (2013), 

certification in Georgia has always been a cooperative effort between the state legislature, 

department of education, teacher preparation institutes and Georgia’s professional 

teachers association. Dating back to 1858, Georgia made its first provisions requiring 

teachers in schools that received funds from the state to have certification. A certificate 

was issued by the county board of examiners upon meeting the appropriate requirements 

which represented that teachers who held it were qualified to teach and would do so 

under “good moral character” (GaPSC, 2013 para. 1). Following, in 1887, the Georgia 

State School Commission authorized the issuance of a permanent state license and in 

1924, Georgia established a State Division of Certification. Up until 1946, Georgia 

educators were able to obtain either a county or state level certificate to teach, however, 

before the end of the year, the dual system of county and state certification was 

discontinued and all teachers were then required to hold a state teacher’s certificate 

(GaPSC, 2013).

Originally, Georgia had begun with offering provisional/emergency certification 

in 1949 (GaDOE, n.d.). The provisional/emergency certificates were waivers issued to 

candidates to teach while they finished taking traditional teacher education courses for
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full certification. Post-Baccalaureate Non-Degree Teacher Preparation Programs 

emerged in Georgia in the 1950s. This route involved taking specially designed courses 

to master competencies required for certification. Responsible for the designs of these 

programs were institutes of higher education (Feistritzer, 2001). Next, probationary 

certificates began in 1974. Candidates who had very few requirements left to fulfill 

before becoming fully certified through a traditional route were issued these certificates 

to teach until all requirements were met. In 1981, Teach fo r America was established in 

Georgia. This program was designed specifically for bringing talented individuals who 

already had at least a bachelor’s degree into the field of education. This program 

involved a specially designed curriculum of mentoring and formal instruction and was 

restricted to filling positions where shortages existed in secondary schools. Eleven years 

later, in 1992, permitted personnel certification was created in Georgia. This certification 

enabled a person with special qualifications (authors, Nobel Peace winners) to teach 

certain subjects. In 1993, the Master’s Degree Level Initial Preparation Program began 

alongside certification for transitioning military personnel. Based at an institute of higher 

education, this certification route provided coursework that led to both certification and a 

Master’s degree. As interests grew and certification program enrollment numbers 

increased, by 2007, Georgia had successfully certified more than 10,000 individuals 

(Feistritzer, 2008).

According to Gibbs (2013), since the enactment of the Georgia Professional 

Standards Commission, their central responsibility has been to
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. . .  establish a certification and licensure process that would be streamlined, 

understandable and flexible, in order to remove barriers and attract qualified 

individuals to the education profession. Specifically, their major purpose has 

been to simplify and make more efficient the process of certifying educational 

personnel in Georgia, to attract the highest possible number of qualified personnel 

to become educators in Georgia. . .  and to improve the level of preparation of 

educators, (p. 39)

As a result, certification in Georgia has seen many changes. A few of those changes 

include increases in the requirements for teacher preparation; the addition of several new 

fields to certification; new trends in alternative preparation; developments in the 

continued assessments of educators; and moves toward national trends in certification 

(GaPSC, 2013). Georgia has also established other certification programs such as Troop 

to Teachers (TTT), the Georgia Teacher Academy for Preparation and Pedagogy 

(GATAPP), and Teach for Georgia to assist in certifying more candidates. Through 

these programs, teacher candidates receive structured supervision and coaching by a team 

of qualified mentors called candidate’s support team (CST), in hope of equipping 

teacher-candidates with the skills necessary to ensure success in their classroom. It puts 

into place a supervised internship/induction program, under the guidance of a CST that 

will help the candidate move towards mastery of teaching. The candidate’s CST can be 

made up of school-based administrators, school-based mentors/coaches, program 

provider supervisors or content specialists. The candidate works under a provisional
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certificate as the teacher of record until full requirements have been met for a clear 

renewable license (GaPSC, 2013).

Since the initial rollout of alternative preparation programs, 1 in 5 Georgia 

teachers are now being certified through alternative programs (Walden, 2013). As 

certification programs continue to grow in abundance in different counties throughout 

Georgia, the rigor of such established programs are beginning to be questioned by critics 

as no two programs are alike (Isaacs et al., 2012).

The Plight between Title I High Schools and Alternative Certification Programs

Hard-to-staff high-risk schools increasingly rely on alternative certification 

programs to help staff their schools (Isaacs et al., 2012). With diverse student body 

populations, limited resources and supplies and dreadful teaching conditions, high-risk 

schools look to alternative preparation programs to provide their schools with teachers of 

diverse qualities that can handle working in these conditions (Ng & Peter, 2010). 

Feistritzer and Harr (2010a) state, “School context plays an important role in an 

alternative route teacher’s development. . .  because many alternative certification 

participants are assigned to difficult schools characterized by a lack of teacher support 

and a high-need student population” (p. 441). The unequal distribution of teachers across 

different social structures of school districts has created interest in how competent these 

teachers may feel they are in the classroom given their prior training (Baumert et. al, 

2010).

Research has noted that alternative certification programs have been prominent in 

attracting pools of older people, minorities, males and racially and linguistically diverse
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individuals into the field (Ng & Peter, 2010). These professionals also bring with them, 

greater work and life experiences that can relate to students in Title I environments.

Since traditional routes take longer in producing candidates and provide limited numbers 

of applicants with vast amounts of life experiences, these schools tend to capitalize on the 

quick entry into the profession that alternative routes provide.

As alternatively prepped teachers provide relief for teacher shortages in high-risk 

schools, researchers have noted that the reliance on these programs is creating a dilemma. 

Foster (2005) observed, “The schools with the highest percentage of minority and low- 

income students are more likely employing these beginning teachers” (p. 372). As more 

veteran teachers are opting to transfer out and teach in more rural and suburban schools, 

it is widely being publicized that the needs for teachers in the sciences and mathematics 

of Title I schools are rising. Darling-Hammond (2009) reported that less qualified 

teachers are becoming prominent in segregated, low-income schools, especially in the 

areas of mathematics and science. Teachers lacking the proper certification, subject 

matter background, pedagogical training and experience are beginning to make up more 

than 50% of the teaching staff in Title I schools (Foote, 2005). This is creating a concern 

of whether or not Title I schools are filling their high-needs positions with qualified 

applicants or are they permitting individuals to teach who lack professional education 

preparation (Feistritzer & Haar, 2010b).

Teacher Quality and Secondary Mathematics Teachers 

Teachers differ in terms of quality and quality matters for student achievement, 

however, since researchers still debate about what characteristics define teacher quality,
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trying to measure the more abstract variables, such as enthusiasm and the ability to 

convey knowledge, can prove more difficult than looking at teacher credentials. Since 

teacher credentials tend to carry an implicit understanding that those individuals with 

higher educational degrees have invested more time into being trained, it is assumed that 

they are more likely to be highly qualified and more effective teachers than those who are 

not (Leak & Farkas, 2011). Harris and Sass (2011) noted that “promoting teacher quality 

is a key element in improving education” (p. 2); however, amongst researchers, there has 

been little consensus on what factors define “teacher quality.” According to Goldhaber 

and Anthony (2007),

There is a seeming contradiction between the fact that teachers have a large 

impact on student achievement, but specific teacher attributes are not consistently 

found to directly impact student achievement. This may be credited to the fact 

that the attributes that actually make teachers successful in the classroom (e.g. 

enthusiasm and ability to convey knowledge) are not strongly related to the 

teacher attributes typically measured in education productivity studies, (p. 4)

In evaluating teacher quality for this study, teacher’s pre-service training was considered, 

including coursework taken, degree obtained, as well as certification level and 

experiences.

It has been shown in several studies that there is a relationship between teacher 

credentials and teacher effectiveness in high school mathematics teachers (Boyd et al., 

2007; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Gibbs, 2013). Coursework taken shows that 

teachers have developed content knowledge in a specific area; their degree level signifies
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the amount of time spent learning the content knowledge and pedagogical skills and their 

certification shows that they have met certain standards as accepted and agreed upon by 

their license-granting state in order to make valid statements regarding their experience 

based upon their training (Leak & Farkas, 2011).

According to No Child Left Behind (2001), a teacher receiving state certification 

who demonstrates knowledge of the material they teach by having an undergraduate 

major in a specific subject-area and/or pass a subject-area exam are deemed “highly 

qualified.” Through two studies ran sequentially by Goldhaber and Brewer, in 1988 and 

2000 respectively, it was discovered that teachers who had degrees in mathematics and 

those with subject-matter certification, outperformed students with teachers who had 

degrees in education and those lacking subject-matter certification (Gibbs, 2013). 

Goldhaber and Anthony (2007) found that having a very high quality teacher in 

mathematics made a significant difference in student learning growth when compared to 

a low-quality teacher in mathematics. Boyd et al. (2007) found that achievement in high 

school mathematics was greater for students whose teacher had an advanced degree in 

mathematics than for students whose teacher had a degree in another subject. According 

to Buamert et al. (2010), it is believed that an “insufficient understanding of 

mathematical content limits teacher’s capacity to explain and represent context in a 

sense-making way, a deficit that cannot be offset by pedagogical skills” (p. 138). Thus, 

this study examined six alternatively certified participant’s perceptions and beliefs 

regarding their preparation to determine if they felt it affected their classroom 

performance (Clotfelter et al., 2007).
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Mathematic Content Knowledge and Pedagogy 

According to Baumert et al. (2010), the structure and syntax of mathematics affect 

instructional processes and necessitate specific teacher expertise, which can be acquired 

through formal training and reflected teaching experience. Baumert el al. (2010) state, 

“Teachers must have a more advanced perspective of the mathematics that they teach 

both prior to and well beyond the grade level they are assigned to teach in order to be 

effective in the classroom” (p. 137). The level of knowledge a teacher has going into the 

classroom is central to how well the teacher can use the curriculum materials, assess 

student progress and judge how to present, emphasize and sequence the material 

(Swackhamer, Koellner, Basile, & Kimbrough., 2009). As further research emerges, two 

main components are consistently emerging as important factors teachers need in order to 

initiate and sustain enriching experiences in the mathematics classroom: mathematical 

content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. Mathematical content 

knowledge will be defined as math knowledge acquired through professional training and 

classroom experience that helps teachers have a profound mathematical understanding of 

the curricular content to be taught (Baumert et al., 2010). Pedagogical content 

knowledge will refer to knowledge acquired through training that elaborates on the 

manners in which teachers communicate subject matter to their students (Hill & Ball,

2009). Mathematical content knowledge will be viewed separately from pedagogical 

content knowledge because one can be a guru in the conceptual understanding of 

mathematics but if they cannot deliver the material to the students, will still be ineffective 

as a teacher.
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Major findings in qualitative studies suggest, “The repertoire of teaching and the 

pool of alternative mathematical representations and explanations available to teachers in 

the classroom are largely dependent on the breadth and depth of their conceptual 

understanding of the subject” (Baumert et al., 2010, p. 138). It also acknowledges that 

mathematical content knowledge required for high-quality instruction is more than 

general math knowledge all educated adults should have but is profession-specific 

knowledge that is acquired in university-level training (Baumert et al., 2010; Hill & Ball, 

2009; Swackhamer et al., 2009). Teachers who have more exposure to mathematics at 

the university level phase of teacher training have positive effects on secondary students’ 

learning gains (Baumert et al., 2010). However, while

strong mathematical content knowledge can be a factor in recognizing and seizing 

teachable moments in the classroom . . .  it does not guarantee powerful 

mathematical experiences for students . . .  what is required is pedagogical content 

knowledge that involves combining knowledge of mathematics, students and 

pedagogy, (p. 139)

Pedagogical content knowledge is important in determining the cognitive structure of 

mathematical learning opportunities.

It is inconceivable to have a substantial amount of content knowledge without 

having pedagogical content knowledge as it has a significant predictive power for student 

progress and is decisive in the quality of instruction (Baumert et al., 2010). It is the 

underlying factor in a mathematics classroom that facilitates the “development and 

selection of tasks, the choice of representations and explanations, the facilitation of
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productive classroom discourse, the interpretation of student responses, the checking of 

student understanding and the swift and correct analysis of student errors and difficulties” 

(Baumert et al., 2010, p. 139). Researchers note that it tends to be a major prerequisite 

for classroom instruction in order for teachers to build a cognitively challenging and 

well-structured learning environment (Baumert et al., 2010; Hill & Ball, 2009; 

Swackhamer et al., 2009).

As teachers with significant levels of mathematical content knowledge can differ 

considerably in their pedagogical content knowledge and skills, programs that consist 

only of limited mathematical content training and no pedagogical training can have 

detrimental effects on teachers that negatively affect the instructional quality of their 

classroom as well as student progress. These deficits cannot be offset by practical on- 

the-job experience, which suggests that teacher-training programs must achieve a balance 

between mathematical content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge if the 

intent is to produce higher quality teachers in secondary mathematics.

Teacher Self-Efficacy 

Consensus in teacher education literature suggests that a strong knowledge of the 

subject taught is a core component of teacher competence (Baumert et al., 2010). 

Significant competence in one’s ability to perform a task at hand can be referred to as 

self-efficacy. Bandura (1984) defines self-efficacy as one’s judgment of the capabilities 

to perform certain activities at a given level of performance. It does not evaluate one’s 

physical characteristic nor psychological traits. Instead efficacy beliefs are looked at as 

multi-dimensional facets about one’s forethoughts on how well they feel they can handle
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different situations. For example, a mathematics teacher’s personal efficacy belief may 

differ on how well they feel they may be able to teach a lesson on rational exponents 

compared to a lesson on logarithms in a secondary mathematics classroom. Their beliefs 

can influence their level of effort, persistence and choice for instructional activities. 

Having a higher sense of efficacy on their ability to teach logarithms may provide them 

with the opportunity to work harder and persist longer in developing fun-filled enriched 

lessons than on a lesson with rational exponents due to their lack of understanding on the 

mathematical concept (Zimmerman, 1995).

Work ethic and pedagogical practice differ in teachers with higher levels of 

efficacy than those with lower levels. Highly efficacious teachers are more likely to use 

reform based teaching methods, such as inquiry-based and student-centered approaches 

while teachers with low levels of self-efficacy may use more teacher-directed methods, 

such as lecturing and textbook reading (Swackhamer et al., 2009). While students of the 

highly efficacious teachers have been shown to outperform students of teachers with low 

self-efficacy, professional training can be provided that support those teachers in the 

development of content knowledge and pedagogy that can be a valuable way to increase 

their levels of self-efficacy (Ma, 1999).

Since it is important to understand that “one cannot conjure up outcomes without 

giving thought to what one is doing and how well they are doing it” (Bandura, 1984, p. 

232), it is necessary to talk to alternatively certified mathematics teachers to better 

understand how their experiences and perceptions of their mathematical knowledge are 

connected to their efficacy levels. Since efficacy measures are context-specific, their idea
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of their perceived ability to perform certain tasks can vary given their work environment. 

While Zimmerman (1995) states that teachers in high-risk environments, often times, 

express a lower sense of efficacy than those in suburban or rural areas, the participants of 

this study were asked to discuss how they feel their training impacted their ability to 

teach in a Title I school.

Putting It All Together 

There is a large amount of theoretical research that exists on alternative 

certification. As times change, so do viewpoints. The belief that only one truth exists 

has been rejected and helps bring to terms the idea that truths are only bounded by time, 

space and perspective (Brookfield, 2010). The fact that societal norms change can help 

readers to understand that what was once the main way for teachers to become certified 

to teach through college-preparatory or traditional routes have given way to a rise in 

alternative routes for certifying teachers. The pragmatic-postmodemist lens of this study 

contends that explanations of the practical experiences of alternatively certified 

mathematics teachers need to be included in research as well. This lens supports that 

being effective in the classroom comes through action and not doctrine and through 

experience, not fixed principles. The pragmatic lens shows that the verbal 

communication from the participants about their training and experiences in the 

classroom are beneficial for showing that essential knowledge and skills can be obtained 

without going through the “proper channel of certification”; while the postmodern lens 

allows the researcher to talk to multiple individuals, thus gaining different perspectives, 

in order to create new knowledge that either supports or refutes past research.
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Summary

Boyd et al. (2007) asked how effective is certification in distinguishing ineffective 

teachers from effective ones and how does the knowledge/skills provided in teacher 

preparation programs improve teacher’s ability to raise student outcomes? Existing 

evidence on alternative certified teacher’s success varies regarding the mathematics 

classroom. Some researchers cast doubt on the idea that teacher quality improves 

amongst teachers that have a formal education background in mathematics (Ingersoll & 

Perda, 2010), while others believe that this training has positive effects on the success 

that mathematics teachers see at the high school level (Clotfelter et al., 2007).

As teacher shortages began to affect many areas in education (Ingersoll & Perda, 

2010), the suggestion by the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) “to modify 

certification requirements to permit graduates in mathematics and science, who lack 

professional education preparation to teach at the secondary level, with safeguards to 

ensure the quality of instruction” (Feistritzer & Haar, 2010a, p. 28) led many studies to 

compare the quality of teachers graduating from a traditional certification program with 

the qualities of those graduating from an alternative certification program (Gibbs, 2013). 

From understanding the history behind the emergence of teacher-training institutes in the 

Americas to learning how certification became a source for guaranteeing qualified 

applicants are being placed in public school classrooms, this literature review analyzed 

how alternative certification has now become a fixed entrance into the field of education, 

certifying over 500,000 teachers, since 1985, in over 600 distinct programs within the 

United States (Gibbs, 2013).



Currently in Georgia, there are 115,918 teachers in public schools (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2013), with 1 in 5 teachers gaining access through 

alternative certification (Walden, 2013). As teacher shortages grow, forcing schools to 

have to fill positions with applicants from alternative programs and with research noting 

that the bulk of these teachers are being placed in high-minority, high-poverty schools, 

studies are questioning whether the credentials of these teachers have any effect on their 

quality given the environment they are forced to teach in (Ingersoll & Perda, 2010)?

Gibbs (2013) states, “much of the licensure and certification policies are 

‘unnecessary bureaucratic roadblocks’ and contend that the major elements of teacher 

quality are individual intelligence and personality traits” (p. 140). This study aimed to 

reveal the perceptions alternatively certified secondary mathematics teachers have as to 

whether they feel they are effective teachers based upon their chosen certification route, 

employment in a high-risk school, their current content knowledge and experiences in the 

classroom.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

For the purpose of this study, a hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative 

design was used to describe the shared lived experiences of six alternatively certified 

mathematics teachers from a, high-risk high school in a large metropolitan school district 

in the southeastern part o f the United States. In this study, the phenomenon is the 

perceptions of the alternatively certified mathematics teachers and their experiences as 

they do not have the same educational background as traditionally certified teachers. A 

hermeneutic phenomenological, qualitative design is appropriate for the study because 

the goal of the research was to explore their experiences, attitudes, and perceptions 

(Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990).

This chapter presents the rationale behind the choice for the methodological 

design of this study, with a description of the research method chosen; the population and 

sampling technique; the setting for the study and methods that were taken to ensure 

anonymity and confidentiality. This chapter also addresses the validity, reliability, and 

ethical considerations of this study.

Thematic Analysis

A qualitative, hermeneutic phenomenological framework was used to analyze

data “for significant statements, measuring unit’s textural and structural description, and

descriptions of the ‘essence’” (Creswell, 2007, p. 78). Thematic analysis design was

52
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used in the “process of recovering the theme or themes that are embodied and dramatized 

in the evolving meanings and imagery of the work” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 78). As 

thematic analysis moves away from reporting the “facts” to making an interpretation of 

people and their experiences, responses from participants were segmented and then coded 

in order to form small sets of non-overlapping themes (Creswell, 2012). The intent is 

that these themes revealed shared patterns of behavior, thinking or experiences amongst 

alternatively certified mathematics teachers. After the thematic analysis was complete 

and themes formed, inferences were drawn and conclusions made regarding the findings.

Research Question

Creswell (2009) stated that in qualitative study, researchers should state research 

questions in the form of a central question that asks for an exploration of the central 

phenomenon or concept in the study. Creswell continued that one or two central 

questions should be followed by no more than five to seven sub-questions. The central 

research question for this study was: What are the shared, lived experiences, perceptions, 

and attitudes of six alternatively certified teachers who teach mathematics in a Title I 

high school?

Dilthey (1976) posited that in hermeneutic phenomenology it was important to 

study the historical background of the participants and the phenomenon under study. 

Dilthey “believed that to understand human experiences. ..it was necessary to study 

history and that studies o f experience are dependent on historical groundings and on 

descriptions in order to form a whole” (as cited in Moustakas, 1994, pp. 8-9). Therefore, 

the interview questions for this study delve into the history of the alternatively certified
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teachers, their backgrounds before entering education, as well as their experiences, 

perceptions, and attitudes towards teaching. The six sub-questions (see Appendix G) 

explored the complex set of factors surrounding the central question and presented varied 

perspectives and meanings that the participants held (Creswell, 2009).

The Participants

Setting

In 2013, according to GaDOE, there were “181 school districts, large and small, 

across the state containing over 2,200 schools that employ over 114,800 teachers who 

educate approximately 1.6 million students every day” (2013, para. 1). The U.S. Census 

Bureau (2011) considered the region for this study to be the eighth largest metropolitan 

area in the United States with populations estimated to be at 5,618,431 (City-Data.com,

2010). The metropolitan area is comprised of 28-counties with 26 public school systems, 

which includes 20-county systems and six independent city systems (Chamber of 

Commerce, 2010). As of March 2013, the school district chosen for this study, the 

second largest in the state, had 108,262 students with approximately 7,000 teachers 

including special education teachers. In the 2013-2014 school year, the district had 16 

high schools with approximately 251 mathematics teachers.

To meet qualifications for this study, the school selected needed to follow the 

national trend as stated for a Title I environment and have 60% or greater economically 

disadvantaged, minority students, with at least 30% or more of their mathematics teachers 

alternatively certified (National Center for Education Information, 2013). The high 

school chosen for this study, had approximately 2000 students with 85% minority and
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65% who qualified for free or reduced lunch (Public School Review, 2013) with 77% of 

their mathematics teachers alternatively certified.

Population and Sample

Newman (2004) articulated, “To define the population, a researcher specifies the 

unit being sampled, the geographical location, and the temporal boundaries of 

populations” (p. 141). Gravetter and Wallnau (2007) stated, “A population is the set of 

all individuals of interest in a particular study . . .  [and a] sample is a set of individuals 

selected from a population, usually intended to represent the population in a research 

study” (p. 5). The population for this study consists of alternatively certified 

mathematics teachers employed by the State o f Georgia in the 2013-2014 school year. 

According to Downey (2011), since 2003, alternatively certificated teachers comprised 1 

in 5 Georgia teachers. Using this estimation, the population would be approximately 

2,300 teachers. Due to time constraints, the sample for this study was narrowed down to 

focus on a group of alternatively certified teachers housed in one Title I school.

Purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) was used to select potential participants for 

this study based on credentials. A questionnaire, located in Appendix H, was sent to 14 

secondary mathematics teachers in a Title I school. Participants were given two days to 

respond. A follow-up email was sent on the due date to ensure all responses were 

submitted. Fourteen teachers responded to the questionnaire, resulting in a response rate 

of 100%. From the responses, criterion-based selections were made that identified 

potential candidates for my study. Of the 14 teachers, 11 met the criteria; however, six



agreed to participate. To protect the confidentiality of each of the participants, 

pseudonyms were used throughout this study.

According to data from the region in which the teachers worked, the district 

employed 251 math teachers during the 2013-2014 school year, with about 4 out of 10 

new hires (approximately 40%) coming in through alternative routes. From the initial 14 

teachers surveyed, the six participants who elected to participate made up 42.9% of the 

sample population selected for this study.

Table 1 shows the demographic data of the sample population used for this study.

Table 1

Demographic Information for Participating Teachers (N = 6)

Variable Level N %

Subject Taught Mathematics 6 100
Grade Level Taught High School 6 100

Method of Certification Alternative Certification 6 100
Gender Male 2 33

Female 4 67
Age 30-39 3 50

40-49 2 33
50+ 1 17

Race Black or African American 4 67
White or Caucasian 2 33

Education Level prior to Bachelor’s Degree 5 83
Entering Teacher Education Masters’ Degree 1 17

Employment before Business/Finance 2 33
Entering Teacher Education Engineering 2 33

Student 1 17
K-12 Education; 

Instructional Aide or Other 
Classified Position

1 17

Current Years in Education ist-5*h 3 50
at Time of Interview 6th-10th 2 33

11th-! 5th 1 17
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As Neutens and Rubinson (2002) state, “An ideal study will have a large enough 

sample to represent the population so that generalizations may occur, yet small enough to 

save time and money as well as reduce the complexity of data analysis” (p. 147). 

Although not an aim for this study, the sample population coincidentally displayed some 

similar characteristics as found by the National Center for Education Information. 

“Despite much attention and some effort to get more males into K-12 teaching, the public 

school force in the United States continues to get more female . . .  with 84% of the 

population representing females” (Feistritzer, 2011, p. 12). This study’s sample 

population happen to be made up of about 70% female participants, whereas the 

remaining 33% accounted for males. In addition, NCEI states that teachers are getting 

younger. The proportion of teachers entering the field, younger than 40, is steadily 

increasing. At least 50% of the participants for this study were under 40.

Feistritzer (2011) also addresses that more minorities are entering through 

alternative certification routes than traditional preparation programs. Sixty-seven percent 

of the participants for this study classified themselves as Black or African American 

while the remaining 33% classified themselves as White or Caucasian. More teachers of 

different racial backgrounds are choosing to enter into education through an alternative 

route versus the traditional four-year route (Fiestritzer, 2011).

Feistritzer (2011) also proclaims “In secondary schools, more alternatively 

prepped teachers are teaching in high demand subjects such as math, science, special 

education and bilingual education” (p. 17). The proportion of teachers who are entering 

the field with bachelor degrees outside of education is rising as well. One hundred
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percent of the study’s participants were currently teaching in a high-needs area 

(mathematics) in a secondary Title I school at the time of the interviews and all held a 

minimum of a Bachelor’s degree outside of education. Last, NCEI stated that about 40% 

of teachers currently employed who entered the field through an alternative preparation 

program have less than five years teaching experience. Approximately 50% of the 

participants were within their first five years of teaching.

Patton (2011) noted, “There are no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry. 

Sample size depends on what you want to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what’s at 

stake, what will be useful, what will have credibility, and what can be done with available 

time and resources” (p. 184). The six participants for this study constituted information 

rich cases that included alternatively certified, mathematics teachers who taught in a Title 

I school upon initial entrance into the field.

Before the study could begin, permission had to be granted by the school’s 

principal to conduct interviews with members of his faculty. Granting permission, the 

principal stated that county guidelines would have to be adhered to, so an application to 

conduct this study was submitted to the county in which the school lies as well as to 

Mercer’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Since it was the intent of the researcher to 

interview each participant of this study, the six alternatively certified mathematics 

teachers were approached and asked his or her permission to observe and audiotape one- 

on-one interviews and focus group sessions with them.
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The Questionnaire

In qualitative studies, the instrument used is typically written by the researcher 

and approved by a team of experts through a field test. As research is limited in studying 

the perceptions of alternatively certified high school mathematics teachers in Title I 

schools, the research instrument for this study was developed in order to capture this 

study’s true essence. As Creswell (2007) remarked, “Researchers in qualitative inquiries 

do not have to use or rely on questionnaires or instruments developed by other 

researchers” (p. 38). The instrument, located in Appendix G, contains the question 

central to this study, followed by six, open-ended sub-questions, in hope of gathering 

information-rich data that described the experiences and perceptions of the participants 

(Creswell, 2007).

To ensure reliability, the research instrument was placed through a number of pilot 

tests. This procedure is known as test-retest reliability (Creswell, 2012). The answers 

provided from the first pilot test administration were compared with the answers from 

subsequent administrations to see if responses yield the data I sought. Feedback was also 

asked of the participants during the initial administration to ensure no additional 

clarification of the questions was needed. This ensured reliability. As recommended by 

Mertens (2010), upon final review, documentation of all the pilot test procedures and 

revisions made to the instrument were gathered and the final data collection instrument 

was created, as displayed in Appendix G.
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Data Collection

Observation Protocol

As mentioned earlier in this study, the research site for this study was a Title I 

high school in Georgia. As the researcher of this study, it was advantageous for me to 

have changing observational roles. By changing my observational roles, I was able to go 

back and forth as a participant observer (one who takes part in the setting they observe) 

and non-participant observer (one that observes without taking part) (Creswell, 2012).

By engaging in both roles, I not only became subjectively involved but objectively as 

well.

A broad-to-narrow observation protocol took place in this study. Initially, broad 

observations were made up of activities, events and behaviors of the participants in this 

study. Each subsequent observation narrowed to focus on specific aspects (e.g. 

classroom lecture delivery techniques, student engagement and classroom management). 

Each participant was asked to take part in no more than three 90-minute observations so 

that thorough data could be gathered that would provide an understanding of how 

participant’s perceptions aligned with their classroom practices.

Data was collected through field notes taken during each observation session. 

Descriptive and reflective field notes were used. Descriptive field notes recorded the 

description of the events, activities and participants during the observations while the 

reflective field notes recorded the researcher’s personal thoughts as they related to 

insights, hunches, or broad ideas or themes that emerged during the observations.



My demeanor as researcher was passive, friendly and respectful of the 

participants and the site. Upon completion of my observations, I thanked all participants 

and informed them of the use of the data as well as made available to them a summary of 

the results as part of the triangulation process.

Interview Sites

As the aim for this study sought to look at the perceptions of alternatively 

certified mathematics teachers in a Title I high school, the interview site of this study 

required careful consideration. In a desire to keep the participants in a setting/context 

equally accessible as well as comfortable to them, the researcher decided to conduct one- 

on-one interviews with each participant in a setting picked by them in hopes of obtaining 

open and honest responses. Conducting interviews in a site comfortable to the 

participants also cut down on the number of distractions that might possibly occur 

elsewhere. It also made for an environment conducive to audiotaping. For those who 

preferred not to conduct interviews face-to-face, telephone interviews also served as an 

option.

Consent

Each participant was informed that their ability to take part in this study is at will 

and could be terminated at any time. A discussion session took place that explained the 

informed consent procedures for this study. Participants were made aware of the possible 

use of audio and video tape recording devices as well as informed on how these devices 

would be secured. They were also informed that their identity would be protected. 

Pseudonyms would be given to all interview and field observation participants, so that
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they are not identifiable to anyone other than the principal investigator. If a name were 

inadvertently mentioned, that portion o f the interview would be erased. Transcripts 

would be destroyed upon completion to further ensure participants anonymity. In 

accordance with IRB regulation protocol, all interview data and field notes collected 

would be maintained in a secure location away from the research site. Data would be 

kept in a fireproof, locked storage that the researcher will only have access to. After all 

concerns were addressed, those who agreed to take part in the study were asked to sign an 

informed consent so that data collection could begin. A copy of the consent form is 

located in Appendix I.

Interviewing Approach

This study sought to gain information from participants through a series of 

interview methods, which included one-on-one interviews, focus groups, as well as 

telephone interviews. Before any data collection began, each participant was made aware 

that they were being recorded for transcription purposes. Initially, one-on-one interviews 

were going to be the primary source for data collection in this study, however, when two 

of the participants, Van and Maddox, addressed their concerns about not being able to 

meet individually due to time constraints, one focus group session was arranged at a 

location convenient to them so that they could participate in this study. In this setting, the 

same six open-ended questions were asked (see Appendix G) that were presented to the 

participants who interviewed individually. Since both members of the focus group 

shared similar characteristics, interviewing together provided a comfortable and 

cooperative environment for them when they may have initially had reservations about
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speaking one-on-one. For one participant, Mary, face-to-face interaction still presented a 

problem, so a telephone interview served as another alternative for collecting data. The 

researcher asked the same open-ended questions as conducted in the one-on-one and 

focus group interviews, in order to gain understanding of her perceptions about her 

experiences in the classroom. The objective was to ensure that each participant felt 

comfortable sharing information with the researcher.

Each interview lasted approximately 60-90 minutes with additional face-to-face 

or telephone interviews conducted as needed. In the event that a question was posed in 

the interview that caused discomfort, the participant was told at the beginning of the 

process that they had the right to refuse to answer the question or withdraw from the 

study without penalty. Furthermore, the participants were allowed to stop the interview 

at any time and were informed of this right at the beginning of the interview. Finally, the 

participants were told that he or she may withdraw from the study without penalty at any 

time, during the process or after the data was collected, simply by informing me of his or 

her intent.

Validity and Reliability 

In the past, quantitative methods have been the most recognizable mode for 

collecting and aggregating data, however, studying phenomenon qualitatively has quickly 

become a popular way for analyzing research. In qualitative research, the researcher 

seeks to learn about the “subtle nuances of life’s experiences” (Whittemore, Chase, & 

Mandle, 2001, p. 524) by studying phenomenon in the context of which they occur. It
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seeks to gain “depth over breadth” (p. 524), which means cases can be subjective 

compared to quantitative studies that can be more “generalizable and objective” (p. 524).

Qualitative research is a way of providing alternative explanations in a manner 

dependent on honest and forth right investigations (Whittemore et al., 2001). Qualitative 

research relies heavily on interpretation, which can be subjective, so one has to be able to 

ensure the integrity o f their study. Because the goal of all research should be to 

formulate credible outcome explanations, the concepts of reliability and validity need to 

be applied (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Reliability ensures there is 

stability in the research findings while validity exposes the truthfulness in them 

(Whittemore et al., 2001). These two terms often run parallel to the term trustworthiness 

(Morse et al., 2002).

Guba and Lincoln (1981) proposed certain criteria must be met to ensure 

reliability and validity or trustworthiness in a qualitative design: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. “These translated standards of validity 

have proven to be useful criteria for demonstrating rigor and legitimacy of qualitative 

research” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 527). Credibility can be translated to mean internal 

validity; transferability represents external validity; dependability can be translated to 

mean reliability and confirmability represents objectivity (Whittemore et al., 2001).

Credibility addresses internal validity and ensures that the researcher’s findings 

are reliable, plausible and realistic. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), credibility 

ensures that the researcher has confidence in his or her finding’s truth. While not all- 

inclusive, some strategies used during this study to establish credibility included
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prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, and member checking.

Being a teacher in a Title I school, I had prolonged engagement with the data and could 

conduct persistent observations as needed. The excessive amount of time spent in the 

field helped me further understand the culture and social setting of the phenomenon being 

studied. The use of multiple participants allowed triangulation to occur. I relied on 

multiple sources of information, such as different individuals and various data collection 

methods to corroborate findings of the research study with existing theories. Last, 

member checking occurred, which allowed participants from the study the opportunity to 

go back and verify the accuracy of their accounts recorded by the researcher. This 

process gave the participants one last chance to ensure all of their descriptions were 

accurate and complete before reporting the findings.

The second criteria, transferability must be verified to ensure the findings 

applicable in other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability addresses the 

external validity. The technique thick descriptions were used in this research so that 

others can determine if the findings suggested in this study are meaningful to people in 

similar situations (Geertz, 1973). Thick descriptions provide sufficient detail of a 

phenomenon so that conclusions can be drawn and made transferable to other times, 

settings and situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Third, dependability, also used interchangeably with reliability, addresses the 

process of adequately documenting the research process to show how conclusions are 

reached (Whittemore et al., 2001). Dependability shows that the findings can be 

considered consistent and, if repeated, would yield the same outcome (Lincoln & Guba,
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1985). A technique that was used to establish dependability in this study was inquiry 

audits. I enlisted a person from outside the study to review the data thoroughly and 

report the strengths and weaknesses of the research. This technique helped verify the 

consistency between data, research methods, interpretations, conclusions, and 

recommendations (Creswell, 2012).

Finally, confirmability refers to how well the findings made in the study are 

shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation or interest (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). To reiterate, audit trails and triangulation were used to establish 

confirmability, alongside another technique, reflexivity. Reflexivity is a reflection on the 

researcher’s journey in which the researcher objectively discusses the evidence and 

thought process that led to his or her findings. As Malterud (2001) stated, “A 

researcher’s background and position will affect what they choose to investigate, the 

angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this purpose, the findings 

considered most appropriate and the framing and communication of conclusions” (pp. 

483-484). It was therefore imperative and valuable to report out in this study how my 

perceptions, beliefs, values, assumptions, and positions may have come into play during 

the research process.

Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

According to Laverty (2003), data analysis in hermeneutic phenomenology occurs 

when, “The researcher and participant worked together to bring life to the experience 

being explored, through the use of imagination, the hermeneutic circle and attention to 

language and writing” (p. 21). Hermeneutics phenomenology came underway by two
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German philosophers, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) and Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900- 

2002). The aim of hermeneutics, as they designed it, was to highlight “trivial aspects 

within experiences that may be taken for granted in our lives, with a goal of creating 

meaning and achieving a sense of understanding” (Laverty, 2003, p. 7). As it takes into 

account a person’s history or background, as a way to understanding the world, it posits 

that meaning is found as we construct knowledge from our own background and 

experiences. The interpretations of those meanings are critical to the process of 

understanding how the backgrounds of the six participants of this study viewed the world 

in which they teach and their training.

Interpretive processes are put into place to derive meanings. One such process is 

known as the hermeneutic circle. This circular process seeks to derive meaning by 

understanding small pieces first before understanding the whole. As Harris (2009) cited 

Federich Schleiermacher’s vivid depiction of the hermeneutic circle process, she stated: 

When we consider the task of interpretation with this principle in mind, we have 

to say that our increasing understanding of each sentence and of each section of a 

text, an understanding, which we achieve, starting at the beginning and moving 

forward slowly, is always provisional. It becomes more complete as we are able 

to see each larger section as a coherent unity. But as soon as we turn to a new 

part, we encounter new uncertainties and begin again, as it were, in the dim 

morning light. It is like starting all over, except that as we push ahead, the new 

material illumines everything we have already treated, until suddenly at the end,
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every part is clear and the whole work is visible in sharp and definite contours.

(P- 59)

The circular process moves the reader from understanding small parts to the whole 

experience, in a back-and-forth movement, which increases depth of engagement as well 

as understanding of the text. Once the reader has come to a place in which full 

understanding has been achieved, free from any contradictions, the pendulum movement 

of the hermeneutics circle will cease to occur (Laverty, 2003). For the purpose of this 

study, each participant served as a single strand of the data to be analyzed. After in-depth 

analysis of each participant’s story had occurred, interpretation of the data revealed took 

on a broader scope, building on a bigger picture.

Questioning was also another integral part of the interpretive process as it assisted 

in making understanding possible (Laverty, 2003). The central and sub-questions used in 

this study (see Appendix G) were open in nature, with follow-up discussions guided by 

the participants. “Openness is critical. . .  to encourage the interview process to stay as 

close to the lived experiences as possible” (Laverty, 2003, p. 19). As the exchanges 

between the researcher and participants were entirely open, I looked not only at what was 

said but read between the lines by paying attention to body language and other unspoken 

messages to get a true essence of what was being said (Laverty, 2003).

Gadamer (as cited in Harris, 2009) states, “Human beings have a history and are 

affected by this history . . .  such that past events are relevant. . .  one’s biases, 

preconceived notions and past experiences cannot be subdued, therefore, interpreters 

need not be unresponsive to the subject” (p. 62). As the researcher of this study, I bring
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past experiences that are critical in terms of understanding and interpreting others. “In a 

hermeneutical approach, the researcher is asked to engage in a process of self-reflection, 

in which the biases and assumptions are not set aside but rather embedded into the 

interpretive process” (Laverty, 2003, p. 17). My role was as significant as the 

participants, in that this approach asked that I give considerable thought to my own 

history and experiences in order to make meaning of the phenomenon being researched.

A reflective journal was kept on my part to assist in my process of reflection and 

interpretation. Selected excerpts from my journal that demonstrate my reflection process 

are located in Appendix J.

Coding

In this study, collected data was examined thoroughly in order to understand the 

central phenomenon and to develop themes. In order to get a better idea of what themes 

emerged, the data collected from interviews, field notes and observations were 

transcribed into data so that the process of analysis could begin (Creswell, 2012).

Dragon Dictation, a speech recognition software that uses your voice to dictate spoken 

words into text (Nuance Communications, Inc., 2014), was used to transcribe all 

interview data.

After all the data had been transcribed into written text, I read and reread the data 

to get a sense of the main ideas that tend to be reoccurring. As Agar suggests, (as cited 

by Creswell, 2012), “Researchers need to read the transcripts in their entirety several 

times. Immerse yourself in the details, trying to get a sense of the interview as a whole 

before breaking it into parts” (p. 243). Since the use of computers has become
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prominent, to code the data, I utilized a qualitative data analysis program called Atlas.ti 

7®. The program is designed for qualitative analysis. It creates a systematic way to 

analyze unstructured data. It allows the user to query data in a variety of ways, such a 

combining codes in order to “explore the relationships between them and visualize the 

findings” (Friese, 2013, p. 28). Atlas.ti 7® helped me explore the complex phenomena 

hidden in this study through a 3-step coding process.

Each document collected for this study was analyzed through open coding first. 

Figure 2 gives an example of how particular passages were coded.

:um ... There arc some... I think tbe math classes helped bccuiae they gave me a much more 
in-depth level of nathenatics... And I needed that becaure ft had been* while since I had really 
taken math classes. The education daises sometimes I think are a little bit more... Tbit is what 
we think will happen winch an  experience in the classroom... Hw e is nothing flat they can 
teach you were prepared you to you are actually in the classroom... So they try their best but 
honestly there’s just so many different types of classrooms at schools with kids out there that...
Until you are in it, you really... You know... All that kind of stuff doesn’t really help that much,
I don’t think, but die math stuff does; the education, I don’t think you need as much of those 
classes (laughs),

Figure 2. An Example of an Excerpt from Mary’s Interview: Coded

I began by assigning specific codes to pieces of the data based upon descriptors within 

the text. For example, since Mary mentioned that it had been a while since she had seen 

math content, and the math courses she was enrolled in gave her a more in-depth 

understanding of what she would be teaching, I coded that as “brushed up on forgotten 

skills.” Next, with her expressing that she felt the education classes never fully prepared 

her for all that she would deal with coming into the classroom, I assigned a few codes to

Brushed up  on  F orgo... 

C on ten t K nowledge 

Helpful

Ideal Situations

Not P repared for Wor

Preparation

Training

Utopia

Learning from  Mistakes 

Learning on th e  Fly
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that statement, such as: “ideal situations,” “not prepared for worse-case scenarios,” 

“preparation,” “training,” “Utopia,” and so forth as listed in the margin. These codes 

served as markers that notated the repetition of the specific occurrences that might be 

hard to identify through simple text-based techniques.

From there, I grouped codes sharing similar characteristics, a process referred to 

as axial coding (Merriam, 2009). Groups were created based upon the reflection and 

interpretation of their meanings. This allowed categories to emerge. The objective was 

to look for categories that span across numerous pieces of the collected data (transcribed 

interviews, observations, field notes, memos) until a saturation point was reached. 

Appendix K contains the complete list of code families by categories.

Networks were then created that linked the established categories together. These 

diagrams each portrayed the interrelationships of the participant’s responses to each 

research question asked in this study. As seen in Figure 3, 1 was able to visually connect 

selected responses from participants together and code them into diagrams that 

graphically outlined complex relationships. For example, in looking at Figure 3, it can 

be noted that at some point in time, during the data collection, Abigail, Maddox, Van, 

Alaine, and Ilysa all referred to AC being a faster route to certification. In another 

example, all participants, except Abigail stated that “more money” was an incentive for 

them to pursue alternative certification. This process “virtually transformed the text- 

based data into a graphical playground” (Friese, 2013, p. 28) where theories and concepts 

could be constructed based on relationships between codes, data segments, and 

quotations.
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0 Obtain a Higher 
Degree prior to 
Entering 
Education

Figure 3. An Example of Interview Question #2 Responses in Network View*5

Last, selective coding was conducted. Theories were identified from the networks 

created during the axial coding phase. These theories helped elaborate on and provide 

explanations about the perceptions alternatively certified secondary mathematics teachers 

have regarding their preparation track and their novice years of experience within the 

field.

Summary

To recap, this study utilized a hermeneutic phenomenological framework that 

measured participant’s statements in order to capture the essence of the phenomenon 

being looked at (AC mathematic teacher’s novice years in a Title I high school). As

6 Pseudonyms have been given to all participants included in this study.
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participants discussed their experiences and as each was coded, themes began to emerge 

that revealed shared patterns of behaviors amongst the participants. Although each 

participant was diverse enough to bring his or her own uniqueness to the study, in 

Chapter 4, the data is deconstructed to reveal common experiences amongst each unique 

case.



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

Background Information 

As mentioned, open coding was initially used to assign specific codes to pieces 

of data based upon descriptors within the text. As the aim for the first interview question 

from this study was to gain background information on each participant, we discussed 

their careers prior to transitioning into education and the factors that helped lead up to 

this change. Each participant’s response was coded in a table (see Appendix K) that 

highlighted salient points by specific codes. Then, the responses were analyzed and then 

a main theme emerged. In interview question 1, each participant was asked to describe 

their career prior to entering teaching and their reason for their career change. The major 

theme that emerged was that each participant had a math aptitude background and 

passion for the subject, which in turn, guided them to want to do something more 

meaningful/fulfilling in their careers.

Abigail, an African American native of Nigeria, in her mid-40s, worked in the 

banking industry for almost eight years in teller services and finance before deciding to 

relocate to the United States in 2008. Looking for a change, she decided to serve as a 

substitute teacher, filling in for various teachers as a way to learn about the culture:

Somebody just gave me the idea because I really wasn’t sure what to do; I didn’t

want to work in the bank here . . .  so I took my time to find out what I really

74
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wanted to do . . .  I studied the environment and then I started working as a 

substitute teacher and found that I loved teaching math.

It was there that her interest was sparked in education.

Mary, a Caucasian female, in her late 30s, worked as an insurance underwriter up 

until the time she had her children. After their births, she became a stay-at-home mom 

and worked with her children until they were old enough to attend school. It was at that 

time that she decided she wanted to enter back into the workforce, however, she wanted 

to do something different; something that had a little bit more meaning to her:

Working at an insurance company, I mean, I earned an income and was fine and 

everything but I didn’t really have any meaning and then staying at home had a 

lot of meaning but I wasn’t earning any money, so I thought I wanted to have . . .  

you know, I wanted to feel that sense of accomplishment. I wanted something 

that I could achieve every day. . .  so I had a math aptitude and I really do like 

math, so . . .  I realized maybe teaching math was something that I may enjoy 

doing; I would be able to have that sense of accomplishment but also be able to 

earn an income and then, I mean, the teaching schedule had a little bit to do with 

it because I still wanted to be home every once in a while with my kids so to be 

on the same/similar type schedule that they had also played a role in it but the real 

meaning behind it was to go and have a job that I accomplished something every 

day. That gave me a meaningful reason to go back to work. It wasn’t just 

dependent on earning money.

Mary then decided to look into ways of becoming a certified teacher.
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Participant #3, Maddox, an African American male, in his mid 40s, came into 

education by way of electrical engineering. While in engineering, he assisted in training 

his fellow employees while on the job and it was then that he discovered he enjoyed 

helping others. Around 2008, when the economy began to falter, his company downsized 

and then relocated across seas. He was forced to look at other options. Since he had 

discovered that he “liked training others,” he felt teaching would be a good fit for him.

Van, an African American male over 50, had studied Applied Mathematics in 

college. Upon graduation, he obtained a position in a major corporation working in 

Quality Control. He was responsible for computing stats and examining the quality of 

work on each completed product. While employed there, he sought out ways to give 

back, so he would often complete community service in after school programs and help 

underprivileged kids by tutoring them twice a week in mathematics:

It was then that I fell in love with it. I really, really enjoyed it and I was good in 

math, so what I did was . . .  said you know what, I think I am going to go back 

and be a math teacher.

It was from that point that he sought out ways to enter into education.

Alain, a Caucasian female, in her early 30s, began her collegiate career as an 

engineering major with a Spanish minor. She went through and completed all of her 

prerequisite courses for the engineering program (math, biology, chemistry and others), 

however, when she got into her major courses, she recognized that she did not like 

engineering. Upon discovering that, she stated:
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I just kind of got really disillusioned by it a l l . . .  so I kind of investigated some 

different things for a while and thought maybe I would do nursing but then 

eventually decided to change my minor to my major and . . .  got a degree in 

Spanish.

With her degree in Spanish, Alain thought that she might teach Spanish. She had sought 

out some higher-education programs that could help her transition into education to teach 

Spanish, but when the specific program that she was interested in got pushed back, she 

ended up taking on a supply position in mathematics. It was there that she discovered she 

really liked it and thought, “I might be better as a Spanish speaking math teacher than a 

Spanish teacher that was good at math,” so she looked into becoming certified to teach 

math.

Ilysa, an African American female in her early 30s, had never thought of 

becoming a teacher. While in college, she decided to major in engineering, however, 

midway through her collegiate career, she realized that her passion did not lie there 

anymore. Refining her goals, she decided to finish as an economics major: “As much as I 

enjoyed economics to get a degree in it I . . .  think everyone in my family knew it was 

just so that I could walk across the stage and be done with college, but never to like. . .  

teach it.” After graduation, with her focus now in economics, Ilysa decided that she 

wanted to pursue educational policy:

I always thought o f educational policy . . .  so like . . .  I always knew that there 

were issues with education in the lower SES range so I always wanted to deal 

with policy, so I was going to go to law school then I didn’t get into any.
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The moment she did not get accepted into any law schools, she had to come up with a 

Plan B. Reflecting on her past, she remembered, “The one thing that I liked across the 

span was math. . .  it didn’t matter if they would have gave me Algebra, Pre-Calc . . .  I 

loved everything in math.” Ilysa then started serving as a substitute in schools and 

realized that she loved it. Afterwards, she began looking into ways that she could 

become a teacher. When asked, “Why math versus economics?” she responded:

I greatly enjoyed micro but never enjoyed macro and teaching it you didn’t 

always get to choose so . . .  I figured math would be the easiest thing for me to get 

into . . .  it was easier to get a job, they needed more math teachers than anything 

else . . .  and I loved everything about math.

From there, she began dropping off her resumes at local schools in hopes of obtaining an 

interview to begin her new career in education.

As the data to interview question 1 was reviewed, common responses began 

showing up amongst the participants. These responses were grouped into categories and 

codes were created. These codes evolved into common themes amongst the participants. 

Table 2 provides a list of those codes and themes.
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Table 2

Common Themes Shared Among Participants in Response to Interview Question #1

Codes
• Math Aptitude Background
• Liked/Loved Math

Emerging Themes

Personal Reflection that Spark 
Interest in Math

• Training
• Tutoring
• Substituting

Brief Introduction to the 
Field Prior to Changing 

Careers
• Enjoying Helping Others
• Impact Others
• Wanted a Career that had 

Meaning______________

Sought Ways to Become a 
Teacher

As each participant reflected on why they chose to make a career change into 

education, they each recognized that they had a passion for the subject. Their math 

background (i.e. applied mathematics, business, economics, engineering or underwriting) 

gave them the ability to tutor, train others and substitute in local schools and help those 

who may have been struggling with the content. This fulfillment pushed each participant 

to seek out ways of becoming a certified teacher.

Alternative versus Traditional 

Now that each participant had made up their mind to change careers and 

enter into education, interview question 2 asked participants to explain their choice to 

seek out alternative certification versus a traditional four-year college teacher preparation 

program? Typically, teachers can attain certification to teach in public schools through 

two main avenues. The first, considered “formal” traditional training (TC), involves 

enrolling in a four-year university and majoring in education. The second is known as 

the alternative route. As it is quickly making gains in certifying educators, AC programs
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allow candidates the opportunity to bypass most certification requirements, including 

coursework, so that they can quickly begin teaching (Kee, 2012).

As part of the program requirement for a majority of alternative certification 

programs, candidates must acquire a job before they can begin a program. Much like a 

traditional four-year program, the job will serve as the student’s field teaching. The only 

difference is that AC candidates are working under an intern/provisional certificate; are 

considered the teacher of record for the classroom and are receiving pay. For someone 

transitioning from one career into education, to forgo a salary in order to learn a new 

trade can create hardships, so when second career teachers leave their prior jobs to 

become educators through AC programs, they are forced to balance fulltime employment 

with educational classes, in addition to families and so forth. Therefore, it is important 

for most to take the quickest, least expensive path to certification (Mitchell & Romero, 

2010; Tigchelaar, Brouwer, & Vermunt, 2009).

AC programs allow participants to become full-time teachers after as little as a 

few weeks of pre-service training. Depending upon the program a candidate may elect to 

enroll in, generally only 4 to 8 weeks of preparation are necessary prior to becoming a 

paid teacher of record for his or her own classroom. Once all criteria are met and state 

assessments passed, the candidate is granted a clear renewable certificate to teach in any 

public school system within that state. This rapid entry into the profession has the 

potential to be more attractive to prospective teachers in need of monetary payouts (Kee, 

2012).



In the eyes of two participants, this was a deciding factor for them. Ilysa stated, 

“To go back and do a bachelor’s all over again. . .  that wasn’t even an option. If that was 

the only option, I would have not become a teacher.” Abigail also stated, “I already have 

an MBA; I didn’t want to go back to school to get another bachelors.” AC programs 

were creating gateways for those who may not have considered teaching had it not been 

for an alternative training method.

Another factor that contributed to the participants seeking an alternative route was 

the salary. For career changers, making the most money possible is typically the most 

important option when beginning a new career. As salary schedules are nearly a 

universal feature of American K-12 public school districts, teacher’s salaries are heavily 

influenced by years of experience and highest degree obtained (Hanushek & Rivkin, 

2007). Appendix L displays a copy of Georgia’s Salary Schedule for the 2013-2014 

school year. This salary schedule is a pay scale broken into increments that aims to 

eliminate any subjectivity that could be made at an administrator’s discretion regarding 

someone’s pay. For most, having a Master’s or higher degree is perceived as an 

incentive for going back to school to earn more money (Board of Regents of the 

University of Wisconsin System, 2012; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007). According 

the Council of State Governments (2010),

Teachers with advanced degrees earn 10 percent more, on average, than those 

with bachelor’s degrees in the U.S. According to the most recent data from the 

U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics, a 

teacher with a master’s degree and no teaching experience in the U.S. will earn
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nearly $3,000 a year more than a teacher with just a bachelor’s degree. After 10 

years, the average annual salary gap between teachers with master’s degrees and 

those with bachelor’s degrees is $4,500 . . .  Given the same level of experience, 

every state pays teachers with advanced degrees more money than those with 

bachelor’s degrees, (p. 1)

Data from the 2007-20087 Schools and Staffing Survey Master’s Bump by State (see 

Appendix M) shows that for the state of Georgia, the average salary for a candidate 

entering with a bachelor’s degree with no experience is $34,300, while a candidate 

entering with a master’s degree and no experience is $39,200. That is a $4,900 

difference. After 10 years of work experience, the candidate with the bachelor’s degree 

will average $43,400 a year, while the candidate with the master’s degree will make 

$49,700 annually. The resulting difference in pay of $6,300 annually shows the gap will 

widen continuously amongst candidates with advanced degrees.

The implementation of salary schedules ented as a way to create pay equity 

amongst teachers across grade levels, districts and disciplines, they continue to be a 

constant feature of the public school compensation agenda (Podgursky & Springer,

2007). For teachers who aim to teach in the public school setting, obtaining a higher 

degree “represents a potentially sound upfront investment to increase their lifetime 

earnings” (Chingos, 2014, p. 3). While interviewing the participants, several referred to 

their program as a route that set them up to enter the field at a higher pay than their 

counterparts who sought out a four-year degree. Van stated that his advisor told him

7 The SASS 2007-2008 research was the latest instrument to survey the master's bump pay by state
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If I were you, I would go for a year. . .  a year or two and you’d be getting your 

certification in math and a Master’s degree; that way, you would get paid more 

than a person entering with just a bachelor’s degree.

Leaving a quality control position in a major manufacturing plant to come into education, 

Van liked that advice and decided to pursue a Master’s of Arts of Teaching (MAT) in 

order to obtain his teaching certification and enter with a Master’s degree.

Similarly, Alain, Ilysa and Mary mentioned that their choice for deciding to 

pursue an MAT certification, as well, had a lot do with a higher salary. Alain stated, “I 

figured if I was going to spend the time, I might as well take the route that would give me 

more money and a Master’s degree offered more money in terms of that.” Ilysa chose to 

go this route because she was “excited about getting a double raise at once.” Mary 

replied, “I really always thought if I was going to go back to school, I might as well 

maximize it and with the MAT program, I would get a better salary.”

Reflecting upon my own action, I too, think about part of the reason I looked into 

an alternative preparation route. When I discovered that enrolling in a Master’s program 

would initially certify me to teach and allow me to obtain a higher degree (which meant a 

higher salary), I knew it was the right path for me. Leaving one profession, to transition 

into education, only to get paid at a Step 1 Bachelor’s Intern Level (see Appendix L) was 

a rude awakening for me. I knew if I wanted my new career to work, I needed to seek out 

a method that would yield me more money.

Although there are many types of alternative programs that certify career 

changers to teach, the higher pay yielded through the MAT programs helped persuade
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each of us that this needed to be the route of choice to gain initial certification. This 

avenue provided a way for us to obtain a clear-renewable certificate in mathematics and a 

Master’s degree. It also put us one step ahead of our counterparts who entered with only 

a Bachelor’s.

For those participants that did not want to incur the added expense of obtaining a 

Master’s degree, special scholarships were available through alternative routes for 

candidates interested in teaching in high-needs areas such as mathematics that could help 

offset some costs. This financial assistance, such as scholarships and loan forgiveness, 

provided further incentives for candidates to choose to enroll in and successfully 

complete their program (Ladson-Billings, 2011; Sleeter & Millner, 2011).

As a recruitment strategy, most states and federal governments have created 

subsidies for teachers who are willing to work in low SES environments (Darling- 

Hammond, 2010a). To date, a few incentives have included:

The Bush Administration offering an initiative proposing $380 million dollars to 

train thousands o f new science and mathematics teachers . . .  The America 

Creating Opportunities to Meaningfully Promote Excellence in Technology, 

Education and Science (America COMPETES Act o f2007) funding allocated to 

teachers intending to teach in high-need settings as well as to teacher education 

programs for preparation in the specific content areas of mathematics, science, 

technology and critical foreign languages . . .  The National Science Foundation 

Robert Noyce Teacher Scholarship Program (Noyce program) begun in 2002 

received additional funding under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
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of 2009 . . .  The Noyce program provides funding to help offset teacher education 

costs in exchange for commitments to teach in high-need settings. The Noyce 

program funds individual projects situated nationally at various sites. The overall 

purpose of these projects is to recruit and support individuals with strong 

academic backgrounds in STEM content areas into becoming teachers and 

working in high-need schools. (Liou & Lawrenz, 2010, p. 124)

Abigail and Alain took advantage of this. Both expressed how they were informed by 

their advisors to take advantage of the scholarship opportunities that were available to 

career changers interested in teaching mathematics. Alain recalled that once she began 

her certification process:

A big part of why I enjoyed my program was in part due to the Robert Noyce 

Scholarship. It was a scholarship I received that offered extra training. It was 

offered to potential science and math candidates. It’s extra money to go to school 

if you’re willing to teach in the high-needs areas . . .  but along with the money, 

you’re expected to attend many different trainings and workshops. Those 

trainings and workshops helped supplement my education a lot too. I enjoyed it!” 

As they were both awarded the Robert F. Noyce Teacher Scholarship, Liou and Lawrenz 

(2010) found “scholars that had another full-time career before becoming a teacher and 

considered themselves to have made a career change tended to perceive a greater 

influence of the Noyce funding on their decision to become teachers” (p. 140). Financial 

funding has the potential to recruit candidates to either become teachers or teach in high-
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need schools. The additional funding awarded served as just one more reason for these 

participants to choose an alternative route.

Wanting to give an underlying reason behind her decision to take advantage of an 

AC program, Mary explained:

I think the MAT program gives you a little bit of a leg up because you’re coming 

in with a Master’s degree. In most school systems, you’re going to earn a little bit 

more money. They also take the experiences that you already have and teach you 

to use them . . .  as a teacher. . .  and granted, I didn’t go through a bachelor’s 

program, I don’t think a bachelor’s program could have . . .  be as most people are 

of younger age and may not have many experiences . . .  could have tailored their 

assignments around your life experiences. Most people in bachelor’s programs 

can’t really apply a lot of their life experiences because of their lack thereof, but 

the MAT program that I was in would say, ok, you have been in the Army, let’s 

use that experience in the classroom. They really helped tie my prior career to 

becoming a teacher. They focused on what I needed to know as a teacher, 

whether it was discipline or classroom management or on math; they also 

understood that a lot of these people are also working on the job or have families 

and are at different places in their lives so they took a more flexible approach to 

times classes were being offered, whether it was hybrid or online . . .  or when 

assignments were due; if you could turn them in electronically, that kind of stuff.

It seemed as though they trust that the MAT student is a little bit more mature and 

can handle having some flexibility in their schedule and still accomplish the same
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thing as a four-year undergrad; so I appreciated that. I was treated like an adult 

that had a life and responsibilities of her own while I was in the program. So as I 

would recommend it for other people, I know it was the right path for me.

For Mary, the opportunity to attend a program tailored specifically to her needs was of 

great importance to her. It served as the underlying reason why she chose an alternative 

preparation route. Similarly, Ilysa stated, “Luckily, with the new MAT program and all 

these other programs, they’ll take whatever bachelors you have and kind of advance you 

in whatever concentration you are looking at.”

Research indicates that it is important to set career changers apart from others and 

create tailor-made pedagogies that blend the theoretical perspectives with the practical 

aspects of the profession; all the while, giving second career teachers the opportunity to 

integrate past experiences within their new field (Tigchelaar et al., 2010). Since 

candidates bring with them such skills as communication, problem solving and 

negotiation, coping, planning, managing, technology, thinking, and so on, they need 

programs that can take these skills and transfer into education. The capability of AC 

programs to cater to this population by recognizing and transferring knowledge from 

prior experiences to create tailor-made programs not only helped these candidates 

develop competence by improving their teaching performance, but it also promoted 

personal and professional well-being and socialization into a new culture.

As repeated phrases were coded from the responses collected in interview 

question 2, four main themes emerged from the data. Table 3 depicts these themes.
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Table 3

Common Themes Shared Among Participants in Response to Interview Question #2

Codes Emerging Themes
• AC Faster Route to

Certification
•  Quicker Turnaround Tim e Quicker Turnaround

than TC for Acquiring a
Job

• Higher Salary
• Higher Degree ' Better Position

Specific AC Programs for 
High-Need Areas such as 
Mathematics 
Special Funding and 
Scholarships Available

• AC Routes Provide
Application of Skill Set to 
New Field

Additional Money

Tailored Programs

The alternative route created a faster route to teacher certification than completing 

another four-year college program. It provided a quicker turnaround time for acquiring a 

job and gave candidates the option to enter the field with a higher degree, which resulted 

in a higher salary than if they would have entered under a bachelor’s degree. Since 

mathematics is considered a high-needs area, many AC programs offered special funding 

and scholarships to participants that helped offset the cost of returning to school. Last, 

since the programs were tailored to high-need subject areas, participants felt that they 

would have greater gain through the AC route because it would teach them how to take 

their current skill set and apply it to their new field.
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Content and Pedagogical Training 

Looking to know more about each participant’s transition into education, 

interview questions 3 and 4 asked participants to reflect on their process to become a 

certified teacher and address how well they feel their program prepared them to teach 

mathematics in a Title I secondary setting, respectively. As interviews commenced, each 

talked about their experience. They felt, as though the pedagogical courses were a bit 

superfluous, however, their math courses were very helpful. Ilysa began by saying:

Having gone through my MAT program and others, you realize all this is ju s t . . .  

they’re only going to ever teach to the ‘idealistic setting’; they are never going to 

fully prepare you for the worse-case scenario . . .  at the end of the day, everything 

they teach you is great for the program, but it doesn’t actually happen in real life. 

When Lil’ Johnny steps up and curses you out, you’re not sitting there thinking, 

“Ok, I was trained to really look at the situation and understand that LiT Johnny is 

low income and” . . .  you aren’t thinking all that. . .  once you are in the 

classroom, it’s so much you are trying to overcome that you realize it is not as 

easy to make certain things work as they would assume . . .  These programs are 

not training teachers for low SES schools. They are training them for these 

idealistic, middle of the road schools and it becomes a concern of are we 

differentiating to our teachers? In other words, are they teaching them about 

every single angle they could fall into or are they just going to keep teaching them 

in the middle and assume they are going to make it? Because they are n o t . . .  

they’re obviously not making it.
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Ilysa felt as though her training did not go deep enough to inform her about all of the 

potential hazards she could run into in the classroom. For that reason, she felt as though 

she went lacking her first few years. Van also stated, “Research is at least 5 years 

behind.” Maddox agreed:

The research they do is out o f touch. Often times, instructors in these education 

programs are not in real classrooms, dealing with real issues and real students, to 

understand how nasty they can be if you don’t have their respect. . .  so a lot of 

what I learned in the teacher education program didn’t work for me.

Van jumped in to say, “You have to learn on the fly once you get into the classroom, how 

to effectively teach and that can be very frustrating.” Mary expressed:

The education classes sometimes I think are a little bit more . . .  this is what we 

think will happen in the classroom, but there is nothing that they can teach you to 

prepare you for the classroom. They try their best but honestly, there’s just so 

many different types of classrooms at schools with kids out there that . . .  until 

you are in i t . . .  all that kind of stuff doesn’t really help that much.

Each felt if  the pedagogical courses in their programs had been tailored more towards 

preparing teachers to work in lower SES environments, they believe the knowledge they 

would have obtained could have been more useful to their teaching situation. Ilysa 

further explained:

I mean lets be real, a new teacher is never going to land a job at an affluent school 

off top . . .  and this is my thing . . .  I think most programs know this. I mean, you 

can even be a new teacher who went through the whole certification process, like
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you may have gotten a bachelor’s in education and whatnot; unless you know 

someone that knows someone at a high SES school, you’re probably going to be 

put in a low SES school because no one is leaving. No one is looking to go 

elsewhere at an affluent school. Most of the time, you only get that job if 

someone is retiring. Those are the higher-end jobs and at the end of the day, 

people aren’t leaving high-end jobs. They’re dying in those positions. On top of 

that, when a position opens up, I guarantee you someone’s uncle’s cousin’s 

brother just graduated in education and someone has already said, “Hey, leave 

that open for such and such to come jump into” . . .  so at the end of the day, those 

positions stay filled . . .  getting a job like that are few and far between. On the 

other hand, look at the turnover in these lower SES schools. I mean look at how 

many teachers we just lost in one department.. .  and that’s just one department. 

These programs are not training them for that. I think it produces some 

phenomenal teachers but at the same time, I don’t think it’s truly preparing them 

for what they will encounter in these lower SES schools.

They all agreed that if their AC program were to train teachers to enter lower income, 

Title I schools, then more teachers would probably survive in this field.

The content courses that each participant was required to take during his or her 

certification has had a greater impact in their teaching career than the pedagogical 

courses. Abigail stated:

Because I had not taken math classes in a long time, I had to take some high-level 

math classes before I could apply to the MAT program. I said ok and did just
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that. I enrolled in classes. I took Calculus 1, 2,3 and Statistics. By the fall of 

2012,1 had completed the courses and was accepted into the program. I also took 

a number of math classes while in the program and they were very good because 

they helped me brush up on a lot of things I had forgotten.

Mary also stated, “I think the math classes helped because they gave a much more in- 

depth level mathematics.. .and I needed that because it had been a while since I had really 

taken math classes.” Ilysa added:

Everyone in our program was in math education, so . . .  all of our practicums and 

all that stuff were tailored to math education. You weren’t sitting next to a social 

studies teacher. That was one of the benefits of my program.

Alain, Van, and Maddox also felt as though the math classes they took were beneficial to 

them. While Alain explained that the mathematics courses that she took in her program 

made her eligible to teach at the collegiate level, Van and Maddox proclaimed that their 

content courses taught them how to deliver the material to their students. They were able 

to use their quality control and engineering background, respectively, in their programs, 

to come up with ways for students to apply the mathematics in the classroom. This 

provided their students with real-life application of the content.

Various researchers have stated that not only is pedagogical knowledge critical in 

the classroom, but content knowledge as well, especially in high-school mathematics 

(Baumert et al., 2010). Since the participants from this study all entered the field from 

various backgrounds and begun their teaching career in a Title I environment, it was 

important to address how they feel their AC program prepared them to teach
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mathematics. As each participant reflected on their journey, responses were coded and 

the reoccurring phrases listed that evolved into three main themes from the interview 

questions asked. Table 4 displays the common themes to interview questions 3 and 4.

Table 4

Common Themes Shared Among Participants in Response to Interview Questions #3 &

#4

Codes Emerging Themes
• Ideal Situations
• Skepticism — .. 1 Utopia

• Not Prepared for Worse-Case
Scenarios

• Outdated Research Learning on the Fly
• Techniques that Work
• Studying as you Teach

• Brushed Up on Forgotten
Skills

• Preparation to Teach College-
Level Courses Content Knowledge

• Helpful
• Application of Skills
• Tailored Programs

The participants felt their pedagogical courses were excessive, but all agreed the 

math content was beneficial. While they feel the pedagogical courses never fully 

prepared them for the classroom, each of them stated that the math courses freshened up 

skills that had not been tapped into in a while and fostered a lot of critical thinking on 

their part on how to apply it in the classroom. It also positioned them for future 

advancement in their new career.
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The Challenges and Benefits of the Primary Years 

The next question asked each participant to describe the first years in the 

classroom as a fully certified teacher. What challenges or benefits did they experience? 

Each participant explained that they experienced a lot more challenges than benefits 

during their first years. Alain began by saying, “It was a miracle that I came back the 

second year. It was very challenging, both personally and professionally.” She 

expressed further:

During your first year teaching, there is all this stress associated with getting your 

lesson plans and everything put together, it is just stressful. I guess when you 

think about school. . .  most people who get into teaching were probably relatively 

good students, so they are used to being in classes with other people that are 

relatively good students and . . .  even though I knew there were going to be all 

these different cultural challenges and things like that, I was not prepared for the 

complete lack of prerequisite knowledge that the kids had; and it was a struggle to 

deal with behavior; probably didn’t handle it near as well but I mean at the same 

time, it was like trial by fire, so I learned really, really quickly what to do and not 

to do by the second and third year.

Mary, sharing a similar experience, disclosed her feelings o f being overwhelmed during 

her first year of teaching in a Title I school:

In the beginning, there were days where I was like can I just make it to the end of 

the week? It was overwhelming to think I’m going to even make it to October or 

Christmas break, because it was like I’m just trying to get through the day . . .  I
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wanted to appear confident, so knowing what you’re going to do . . .  I wanted to 

really feel like I really understood what I was teaching . . .  The first year was 

hard. I took it day by day. I had an idea of what I wanted to do maybe two weeks 

out but I really didn’t have lesson plans two weeks out and that was kind of my 

goal; to get to that point of knowing the details o f what I was going to do for 

about two weeks at a time . . .  however, it was difficult. I mean I was new to 

teaching . . .  and the school I taught in was really a new experience to me in 

diversity, in race relations and in poverty. I mean I tried to say that I was.. .well 

informed about the way of the world but I was not. I was extremely naive to 

some of the things that were happening and I think the kids picked up on that a 

little bit but as the year grew. . .  my experience with that kind of stuff just came 

on the fly. I learned about it as I went.

Ilysa, relating to both Alain’s and Mary’s experiences, stated that during her first years of 

teaching, she dealt with way more challenges than benefits:

When I got into teaching, I thought I would be teaching kids that were more like 

me, not advanced but kids who were . . .  eager to learn! Even if they weren’t 

eager to learn at first, once they got to know the teacher, o f course, they would 

become eager. I didn’t think it would be so . . .  “I hate school type thin” . . .  like,

I didn’t think it was going to be so many . . .  “I don’t need education to be a 

basketball player; I don’t need education to be a rapper.” I wasn’t prepared for so 

many delusions of grandeur; like, I’m just going to be bad to be bad for no real 

reason and I think those are some of the challenges I had to deal with.
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Van and Maddox also expressed the challenges they faced the first years o f teaching.

Maddox explained that his first year in a Title I high school was “rough:”

I floated and taught Integrated Math II, which is below Algebra I, with 19 year 

olds.. .  and it was on an A/B schedule. I taught it 2nd block and 4th block and 

since it was A/B that was really four classes in two blocks. I also had an Algebra 

I class 1st block that met every day and the teacher that was there before me had 

been run off. They were already kind of set up where you would have one color 

of kids over here, then the rest of the kids over there and they didn’t talk to each 

other; you couldn’t group them, you couldn’t do . . .  you’d end up with a fight; so 

it was pretty rough. The teacher whose room I floated into would say, “You’ve 

got all the rough kids in one class and couldn’t believe they did it to me,” so I 

would go home some days wondering what did I get myself into . . .  but I wasn’t 

going to let them run me off. I made it through.

Van, remembering how he shared a similar experience, cut in and said:

I learned very quickly that if you are a black male, they were going to give you 

the worse classes and I was given those classes and it was bad . . .  it was so bad. I 

had to face the class when I talked because I had to keep my eyes on the students 

because the minute I turned my head, I mean . . .  the class would get loud. It got 

to the point where they were so disrespectful that when I turned my head, they 

were throwing stuff at the board. So I use to have to always teach making sure I 

was looking at everybody. I use to take my hand and put it on the board and write 

but keep one eye on the class, that’s how bad it was.
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Abigail, too, expressed how her first year in a Title I school was such a debilitating 

experience:

I don’t like to remember it because every day I would scream and yell. . .  it was 

horrible! There was one day, I really wept. I cried and the math coach and 

another coach who were really supporting me came up to me that day and 

encouraged me. They said, “Look, most math teachers have, I mean, their first 

years are never the best . . .  you will grow out of this experience and learn.”

She also stated that the administration team would give her books to read and often times, 

come sit with her insider her classroom, to help manage the students. “Most of my time 

was just spent on classroom management and dealing with behavioral issues, but that 

toughened me up and prepared me for the next year.”

Having dealt with so many challenges the first years, I wanted to know what 

made each return the following year? While Alain addressed that the only thing that 

made her return to education the following year was the amount she would have to repay 

in scholarship money if she quit, Van answered:

I came back to say look, I’m not going to let these kids run me off. Every job I’ve 

ever had, I left, I didn’t allow people to make me leave and so I came back the 

next year. I realized how much I loved it and I said to myself, I would never let a 

student make me leave what I truly loved.

Abigail stated that her first year taught her that there is nothing that she cannot do. With 

all of the support she received from fellow faculty members and the resources they 

provided her, she was able to look back through the things that she had not done really
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well and perfect them the second time around. This helped make her second year so 

much better.

Mary also pointed out that her organization skills helped turn things around for 

her during her second year:

Because I had stayed organized the first year and tried to stay on top of things, the 

second time around went so much better as I felt like I really could let go a little 

bit of how nervous I was in the classroom with making sure everything went right 

and actually enjoy being there . . .  get to know the kids a little bit better, establish 

some of those relationships and in the end, is truly what came to matter more than 

whatever math they learned from me. So, while I was debating on even coming 

back that following day in October, by the end of the school year, the second time 

around it was like wow, this really was a rewarding year and I enjoyed it! You 

really have to give it that year, if not, a little bit more to acclimate to this whole 

new career.

Ilysa disclosed:

If this isn’t something you’re doing because you love it, don’t do it because 

education in America is not something you do because it’s something to do. You 

will never make it if  it’s something to do. You will only make it if it’s something 

you love.

Maddox summed things up by stating:

My philosophy is teaching is not a science it’s an art. There’s nothing they can do 

to show you what is what. It takes getting in the classroom, rolling up your
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sleeves and finding out for yourself, first hand, what it’s going to be like. It’s 

different for different people. The teacher that goes into an affluent school is 

going to get an entirely different experience than a teacher at a Title I school. 

Together, it took patience, commitment and a support system to help get the participants 

through their initial years in their new profession.

Table 5 lists the codes and themes that emerged from the responses to question 5.

Table 5

Common Themes Shared Among Participants in Response to Interview Question #5

____________Codes_________________________________________Emerging Themes
Excitement 
Rewarding 
Hard

Stressful wmmmmmmmmb Challenges both
verw e ming Personally & Professional!'

Regret
Frustration
Confidence
Nervous

Learning from Mistakes
New to Teaching „° Inal and ErrorSink or Swim
Strategies_____________________________________________________________
Diversity
Delusions of Grandeur 
Establishing Relationships 
Improving with Time
Student Lack of Prerequisite Student Knowledge
Knowledge mmmmmmm+s &
Planning Teacher Effectiveness
Race Relations
Poverty
Setting Small Goals
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Although they experienced more challenges their primary years teaching, it was 

the small things such as learning from their mistakes, setting obtainable goals, building 

relationships and incorporating effective teaching strategies that helped reduce the 

stressors their second time around. The passion the participants shared for teaching 

allowed them to overcome their frustrations and build confidence within themselves that 

has increased their longevity in education.

If It Were to be Done Again 

As interviews began to conclude, participants were asked one final question to 

help justify the choices they made in their pursuit to becoming a certified teacher. 

Interview question 6 asked the participants to reflect on the moment they decided to enter 

the field. If they had the opportunity to do it over again, would they have chosen the 

same path or would they have done things differently? Why or why not? As each person 

took a moment to reflect, each responded by saying that they would not have changed 

anything. They believe that the reason they are the educator they are today is because of 

the journey the AC program took them through. Ilysa stated that her choice to pursue an 

AC program helped diversify who she is as a person:

I think I would have still done it the way I did because it landed me two different 

perspectives. I ended up with a Bachelor’s in Economics. I have an engineering 

background and now a Master’s in Education. I am currently working on a 

Specialist in Curriculum & Instruction, so I would say I am diverse. I want all of 

my degrees to show the type of educator I am and not let anything hold me into 

one box. If I would’ve gone education, and then education, it’s like, “Oh, you do



101

education very well,” and I never wanted to be that type of person, in general, so I 

try to get a little bit of everything. I’m always trying to figure out how I can tailor 

my education to make me more of a diverse person as opposed to one who just 

knows math education . . .  I always believe in trying to get yourself to be good at 

all things and not just one thing . . .  and anytime you have such a diversified 

background, it leaves you open to do whatever you want to do.

Similar, Abigail shared:

I wouldn’t have changed anything. I loved economics in high school and I 

thought I wanted to work in a bank. The MAT’s a very good program for people 

who find themselves in the wrong profession, who suddenly realize they have a 

passion for teaching but their first degree is not in education. With the MAT, you 

are able to switch careers successfully and I am glad for the opportunity that I had 

with the MAT, so . . .  I don’t think I would have changed anything 

While Maddox and Alain both expressed that they too were appreciative of the diversity 

their chosen path allowed them to have, they were also thankful for the degrees they had 

to fall back on as well:

I would have had to do things the same way I did because in my 20s, I didn’t have 

the patience that I had when I entered at 35. Maddox at 25 wouldn’t have lasted. 

It wouldn’t have worked . . .  plus, I’d rather not just have an education degree and 

that be all I have. If I ever had a bad day and they decided to snatch my 

certificate away, I’d rather have something to fall back on and not feel trapped 

like that.
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Alain responded:

I think where I’m at right now, I’m kind of glad to have the diversity in my 

studies. In case there is ever a day I choose to get out of education, I kind of have 

more to work with.. .and even though there may not be many employers looking 

for someone with a Spanish literature degree, at least it shows diversity.

From the responses given, Table 6 lists the repetitive words coded to create the theme for 

this question.

Table 6

Common Themes Shared Among Participants in Response to Interview Question #6

____________Codes_____________________________________Emerging Themes
• Well-Rounded Individuals
• Degree to Fall Back On * ,.Diversity in Studies• Different Perspectives
• Second Career

All participants admitted that they were grateful that their chosen AC program 

allowed them to be diverse in their studies. They believe that they were able to enter the 

field with more qualities than someone who may have went to school solely for 

education. If given the opportunity to do it all over again, they would not have changed 

anything.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of six alternatively 

certified mathematics teachers in a Title I school. It looked at different factors such as 

their prior careers; their process to becoming certified teachers; the challenges and
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benefits of their novice years as well as their content preparation through their AC route. 

Data was collected and analyzed to identify commonalities across each of the 

participant’s responses that emerged into themes in this study. In Chapter V, the findings 

will be put into context to show how the data aligns with research. Sufficient details will 

be provided that enables readers to make sound judgments about their own situation and 

the similarities and differences as it relates to this study.



CHAPTER 5

RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of the Study

Studies that explore the personal reflections of teacher’s experiences during their

primary years remain largely undocumented. As several researchers agree that the first

few years of teaching are the most critical for educators (Fox & Peters, 2013; Mallard,

2005; Mueller, 2012), this study explored the initial years of six secondary AC

mathematics teachers housed in a Title I school. Since students in low SES schools are

more likely to be taught by AC teachers, it was critical to look at the experiences of these

teachers. The experiences that they brought with them can play an important role in the

success or failure of others in similar situations.

The theoretical lens used for this study aimed to shed light on how teachers who

entered the field through AC programs saw teaching during their first few years. It asked

if they felt they were effective teachers based upon their training and employment in a

Title I school? It also explored how prepared they felt their programs set them up to

teach mathematics at the secondary level. The objective was to look into the history of

each participant and inform the reader of each individual’s background prior to teaching,

so that a framework could be laid for understanding one’s experiences, perceptions and

attitudes toward teaching. Since many AC programs are expedited process that put

teachers into the classroom without much initial training, the pragmatic-postmodern lens

104
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contends that explanations of these practical experiences are needed in research as well. 

Different points-of-views exist; not just from those teachers who gain credentials through 

formal routes. Over time, as AC teachers develop skills and gain understanding of their 

new careers, new truths unfold that test past and present theories. This information is 

critical to the field as it can help shed light on new facets of education that may be 

unknown to research.

Altruistic, Intrinsic, and Extrinsic Factors 

In order to gain background information on the participants, their prior careers 

were discussed, along with factors that contributed to each switching careers into 

education. As cited by Struyven, Jacobs, and Dochy (2013), “The initial motivation for 

teaching is a key determinant of the intention of and actual entrance into teaching” (p. 

1008). Commonly expressed across all six participants were that each had some sort of 

math aptitude background, whether it was on-the-job training or outside of work tutoring, 

that sparked their passion to teach. They discovered that they enjoyed helping others.

The joy of it led each to decide that they wanted a more fulfilling and meaningful career 

so they sought out ways to become math educators.

Several studies indicate three main reasons people give for entering the teaching 

profession: for altruistic, intrinsic, or extrinsic reasons (Struyven et al., 2013; Watt & 

Richardson, 2008). Underlying reasons, such as teaching being a socially valuable or 

important job or individual perceptions that teaching will allow one to fulfill their desires 

of helping adolescents succeed and improve society can be categorized as altruistic. 

Intrinsic can refer to a passion that one may have always had for a specific vocation. For
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example, stating, “I have always wanted to teach” or having specific interest in using 

subject matter knowledge and expertise in a career can be intrinsic reasons. Last, 

extrinsic reasons will be related more so to job characteristics, such as long holidays off, 

salary, status and working conditions.

For Abigail, it was intrinsic reasons that sparked her interest to become a 

mathematics educator. She “loved teaching mathematics” to students in classrooms in 

which she substituted. That pushed her to move forward with obtaining the proper 

credentials to become certified. Mary “wanted to do something that had a little bit more 

meaning” to her. She “wanted to feel a sense of accomplishment.” She also “wanted to 

be home every once in a while” with her kids and “be on the same/similar type schedule 

as them.” She had altruistic and extrinsic reasons for becoming a teacher. Through the 

training Maddox provided to his fellow co-workers, he realized he “enjoyed helping 

others.” He, too, had altruistic reasons for switching careers to become an educator. Van 

came to realize that he liked tutoring “underprivileged” kids in mathematics. He 

recognized that he was good in math and absolutely loved providing tutoring services, so 

he had altruistic and intrinsic reasons for wanting to teach. Alain, for intrinsic reasons, 

recognized she liked the subject matter and enjoyed helping others during her supply 

position, so why not seek out ways of making education a career? Last, Ilysa, “loved 

everything about math.” She recognized that “it was the easiest thing for her to get into.” 

There was a demand for math teachers, which meant it would be easy for her to find a 

job. For intrinsic and extrinsic reasons, Ilysa, too, sought out ways of becoming a 

certified math teacher.
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Each participant’s choices were shaped by the values they placed on education. 

They considered teaching a rewarding career and it fulfilled their desire to make social 

contributions by helping others. It also supported family life, which meant that career 

goals could be met without sacrificing their own quality of life. As each candidate came 

from different backgrounds into education, research reports that their motives for wanting 

to become a teacher illustrated higher commitment to the field than someone who may be 

doing it for other reasons (Cameron & Lovett, 2013). “Good teacher’s don’t join for the 

money or the bonuses.. .they join because they want to make a difference” (Johnson, 

Yarrow, Rochkind, & Ott, 2010, p. 6). It was important that these factors be addressed 

because, according to Johnson et al. (2010), looking at educator’s attitudes and 

motivators for teaching provides notable implications on how to support the most 

effective ones.

The Benefits o f Alternative Certification

In seeking ways to become a certified educator, each candidate was asked to 

explain their preferred route of choice (traditional or alternative certification). In 

addition, they were to give reasons for choosing that specific route. While it is important 

to note that there is more than one way to enter into education, this interview question did 

not set out to identify if one route was better than the other. It sought to understand what 

career-changers considered as important attributes of a teacher-training program.

Research has shown that low-income schools typically utilize AC teachers more 

often than other types of schools (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2010; Ng & Peter, 2010). 

Thus, the training techniques of AC programs should be informed by research and the
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voices of candidates who have taken this route in order to provide Title I schools with a 

larger pool o f high-quality teachers. According to Kee (2012):

Odds that a career-changer will pursue an AC route rather than a TC route was 4.6 

times the odds that a non-career changer would make the same choice... AC 

programs disproportionally attract prospective teachers with backgrounds in high- 

need STEM subjects and those who had been working in other careers (p.30) 

Overlapping with research, each candidate responded that an alternative route was his or 

her preferred choice. Their respective AC program provided them with added benefits 

that they felt a TC program may not have been able to accommodate.

Quicker Turnaround and More Money

As career changers transition into the profession, a minimum requirement is that 

they possess a bachelor’s degree in a certain field prior to admission into a certification 

program. Typically, this indicates that AC candidates have stronger content knowledge 

than someone who is pursuing an education degree; therefore, they should not have to 

meet all of the requirements as someone entering through a traditional route. Getting rid 

of the loopholes and creating low-entry requirements has the potential to increase the 

supply of teachers and solicit those with greater intellectual ability.

In addition, the quick turnaround time of obtaining a job while substantially 

reducing costs associated with moving from one profession to the other also entices 

candidates to take advantage of this route. For a career changer with responsibilities such 

as a family, household expenses and so forth, the possibility to work under an intern 

certificate while earning an income often supersedes the pursuit of a four-year degree in
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education. Also, given the short time frame it would take to become folly certified 

through an alternative route (typically 1-2 years given the candidate’s choice of a 

program), most would only pay a fraction of the cost of what they would pay to return to 

a university for another four years. With the successful completion of the program 

alongside the opportunity to obtain an advanced degree, candidates are put in a better 

position to enter the profession with a higher salary than someone who might have taken 

the traditional route. Thus, the expedited process has the ability to attract a wider pool of 

talent.

Special Funding

As most universities do not always provide an adequate supply of teachers to 

high-need schools, these districts need to be able to attract recruits. Many programs offer 

financial assistance such as scholarships and loan forgiveness to work in critical areas 

such as math or science, as a way to attract highly qualified STEM recruits. These 

financial incentives can significantly impact a candidate’s decision to choose a 

certification route. It also has the potential to lure a higher percentage of minorities to 

enroll in alternative certification programs and commit to working in high-needs areas. 

For someone who does not have adequate funds to pay for their education, this can make 

the teaching profession more accessible.

Tailored Programs

Tailoring AC programs to focus more on professionals who switch careers also 

creates added benefit. As each candidate came from a math-related background into 

education, each desired a program that focused more on the practical side of things than
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the theoretical. They felt as though topics such as how to transfer prior knowledge into 

the classroom, classroom management skills, the use o f data to inform best practices, as 

well as contextual subjects, such as understanding Title I school climates and working 

with low SES students, would be extremely helpful to a new candidate during their 

transition. Since the initial training that a teacher receives has the potential to shape their 

instructional practices and cut down on attrition if needs are being met, it is important for 

AC programs to create programs that cater to their population.

Training and the Critical Years of Novice Alternatively Certified Teachers

Results from a study conducted by Linek et al. (2012) indicate that “there are 

distinct differences in what teachers need and value based on whether they have 

completed a traditional undergraduate field-based program or an alternative certification 

program” (p. 77). Since it can take 3 to 5 years, or even longer, for AC teachers to 

develop the expertise of more experienced educators, uncertified teachers who take full 

responsibility of the daily functions of their classroom as a part of their in-service 

training, report struggling with pedagogy and other daily responsibilities more often than 

teachers fully trained prior to entering the classroom. As part o f a mechanism to 

understand first-hand what these experiences are like, interview questions 3 and 4 asked 

the candidates to describe their certification process and address how well they feel their 

programs met their needs to becoming secondary math educators. Interview question 5 

then asked them to elaborate on the challenges and benefits they experienced during their 

initial years o f practice.
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Each candidate admitted that there were many positives in their program, but 

there were a lot of challenges, too. Overall, they felt as if their programs trained them for 

“idealistic, middle of the road” school settings versus lower income, Title I schools.

Once out in the field, their experiences involved a lot of learning on the fly and trial and 

error, which became very frustrating. They all felt as though they needed more 

pedagogical courses tailored towards teaching in low SES schools. Each candidate felt 

their content courses, on the other hand, were beneficial to their teaching career. They 

stated that these courses helped them brush up on a lot of forgotten skills; gave them a 

more in-depth study of mathematics; taught them how to break the material down for 

their students; and allowed them to earn enough credits to be able to teach at the 

collegiate level should they desire to do so. All-in-all, their training had its ups and 

downs; however, getting through their initial year took patience, commitment and a 

support system, alongside setting obtainable goals, building relationships and 

incorporating effective teaching strategies.

Utopia

As AC programs are specifically designed for second career teachers, it has been 

suggested that the principle virtue of these routes should be to support the needs of career 

changers, as well as labor-market sensitive in training them for low-income schools 

(Tigchelaar et al., 2009). While many of the participants from this study stated that the 

typical teacher certification program will “never fully prepare you for worse-case 

scenarios” or “only ever teach to the idealistic setting;” research calls for better
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understanding of participant’s experiences during training so that better designs of AC 

programs can be implemented.

A study by Tigchelaar et al. (2009) looked at second career teacher’s pedagogical 

needs. Several things were discovered about their characteristics and needs. Regarding 

autonomy, second career teachers exhibit higher self-responsibility, self-initiation and 

self-confidence and showed stronger beliefs about the value of education in life when 

compared to a first career teacher; they have the capability to introduce expert knowledge 

to their students by making content applicable to real-world situations and are more 

aware of the social, cultural and political consequences o f their behavior. In addressing 

their needs, it is suggested that a brief submersion into a classroom, similar to the one 

they would be teaching, needs to take place before they begin their new career, so that 

they can explore their desired new profession in real settings. They need to be able to 

orient themselves to the demands of their new jobs and learn about the school context, 

lesson planning, classroom management and various other pedagogical content. As the 

participants of this study addressed the lack of their programs to train them for low SES 

schools and not address the real issues teachers face in these environments, this could 

help. During this induction period, expectations can be addressed that might help 

diminish the reality shock these teachers endure, that often times results in attrition. 

Learning on the Fly

Career changers report “tremendous culture shock” as they address their will to 

survive in the classroom during the first few months. During training, AC teachers are 

exposed to an enormous breadth of information on pedagogy, then submerged into a
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classroom. Stress inducers often begin to pile up for many and then it all becomes about 

a struggle to survive professionally. This sense of “struggling to survive” leaves teachers 

searching for “on the fly” answers to their problems. They look for short-term fixes that 

work without understanding the critical knowledge on which they base their decisions 

(Linek et al., 2012). Ilysa and Mary both stated that they just floated by and learning just 

kind of came on the fly. Others added that their programs never prepared them for all 

that they would endure their first years. As there is no fixed recipe or set formula to 

prepare one to become a teacher, especially in a low SES, Title I setting, AC programs 

need to look into their training mechanisms so that they can better equip their teachers on 

how to handle such matters.

As many described their feelings of frustration in their struggle to adapt to their 

school’s culture, Tigchelaar et al. (2009) reviewed five sources that second career 

teachers addressed as being helpful to them in their transition into the classroom: (a) a 

school mentor, (b) the principal, (c) the teacher educator/professor, (d) their cohort 

members, and (e) family. It was found that the mentor is often seen as the “heart and 

soul” of AC programs because they can support the candidates learning process by 

serving as the facilitator of the transfer of knowledge between the practical and 

theoretical component. They can help their mentee by monitoring and improving their 

teaching performance, all the while promoting competence. The role of the mentor is 

also that of personal support. They are considered an advocate or counselor to the novice 

teacher and can bring different kinds of knowledge to the table such as an understanding 

of teaching practices. They can help reduce the amount of stressors novice teachers
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might endure. Next, the principal’s role is to support the candidate by affording them 

time to learn as much as possible about their new career so that they can be effective in 

the classroom. In learning the ways of their new career, candidates need to be afforded 

the opportunity to be released from work to attend seminars, visit other schools and 

observe lessons from colleagues. They also need active support from their principal to 

overcome resistance they may experience in the classroom. This will help foster their 

learning so that their new role doesn’t seem so cumbersome. Third, the teacher 

educator/professor can continue to bridge the gap between professional pedagogical 

knowledge and practical application. This will ensure teachers are employing best 

practices within their own teaching strategies. Fourth, cohort members represent a 

powerful part of training programs that eliminates isolation, allowing trusting, collegial, 

personal relationships to evolve that can serve as a source of strength during difficult 

times. Last, as it is already stressful for most AC candidates when they begin teaching, 

their own family members can provide additional support in a wide range of areas that 

can help candidates finish the program and move on to be stronger teachers. Tailoring to 

the learning needs of second career teachers can be effective in reducing the amount on 

“on the fly” learning that they initially partake in and create promising futures in their 

new career.

Content Knowledge

Both pedagogical knowledge and content knowledge are at the heart of 

professional competence. Recent studies found that content knowledge is regarded as a 

necessary prerequisite for the development of pedagogical knowledge (Kleickmann et al.,



115

2013). Honestly, how can one learn about the art of teaching if they don’t understand 

what they are teaching? The depth of knowledge teachers have regarding their content 

and their understanding of “why” things are the way they are influences the instructional 

practices candidates use to teach them.

Each participant in this study shared a desire to teach and their beliefs about 

themselves and their mathematical capability led to their new career pursuit. They 

labeled their pursuit of a mathematics career as a result of a significant emotional 

component, such as liking math, and their math competence. Their opinions about their 

math competence had an effect on their identity and subsequent life choices. They each 

enrolled in a training program that allowed them to revisit numerous mathematical 

components so that they could understand the concepts in a deeper manner. They then 

used this knowledge in their classrooms to make the subject applicable to their students. 

Their training, along with their prior practical experiences, taught them how to influence 

dialogue between themselves and their students, so that mathematical conversations 

could be held. They also learned how to weed through the content, highlighting and 

teaching salient points that they know will be beneficial to their student’s success. As 

Beckman (2011) addressed mathematical content knowledge, she stated:

It will never be just a matter of delivering polished material. Teaching is a deeply 

human activity because, like conversation, it requires a give and take between the 

teacher and the students. Good teaching will always be hard work because it 

requires a teacher to know the mathematics and take his or her student’s thinking 

into account when making instructional decisions. Good teaching requires
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knowing the mathematical ideas and how to connect and scaffold them to make 

them accessible to students, and it requires finding out how students are thinking 

and then using this information in lectures, problems and activities, (p. 371)

For the participants in this study, they addressed that their AC programs taught them that. 

As studies suggest that mathematics teacher’s content knowledge often affects student 

achievement the greatest at the secondary level (Kleickmann et al., 2013; Baumert et al., 

2010), their content courses helped them build a stronger mathematical background and 

learn about what went into being a good mathematics teacher so that they could go back 

and employ it in their classrooms.

Interview Question 5

Much can be learned by listening to the experiences of new teachers and their 

descriptions of what it is like to become one. How teachers view their process of 

learning varies across individuals and the narratives they tell about themselves alongside 

their practice regime and discourse provides others in similar situations, the opportunity 

to relate. Their stories serve as lived experiences to reflect on that reveal personal and 

practical experiences. This process of reflection relates to the process of teaching that 

allows teachers to “think out loud” and talk about what they did and why, so that they can 

reason through their problems and produce appropriate solutions to given situations 

(Joseph, 2011; Schultz & Ravitch, 2013).

As reflective practice can be considered an important element of professional 

preparation, “dynamic debates exist in the field of teacher preparation about how to best 

structure initial educational experiences for teachers entering the profession of teaching



and the best way to support new teachers during this time (Schultz & Ravitch, 2013, p. 

44). Joseph (2011) suggests that “if we continue to research and report on what recent 

graduates are experiencing, we can only be better informed as tertiary educators about 

how to improve teacher education courses” (p. 10). By listening to others speak of their 

own trials and tribulations, AC programs can learn how to support novice teachers and 

help them build confidence while beginning their journey.

For many, the transition from an AC program to the classroom is not a smooth 

ride. For the participants of this study, they each addressed how they dealt with 

significant amounts of challenges, both personally and professionally. The behavior they 

had to endure from their students, the lack of support from administrators, the lack of 

prerequisite knowledge of content matter, the feeling of being overwhelmed, all the 

while, trying to balance staff meetings, parent conferences, creating lesson plans and so 

on, made them realize they had not been prepped to effectively deal with these factors. 

As schools typically come with different levels of student discipline problems, poor 

student motivation, inadequate time and classroom intrusions, these factors tend to be 

more severe in Title I settings (Eckert, 2012). Preparation in these areas can increase 

teacher’s preparedness to teach and even alleviate struggles experienced during their first 

years in the classroom.

Since lack of confidence and inadequate preparation of classroom and behavior 

management usually tops the list of novice teachers concerns (Joseph, 2011; O’Neill & 

Stephenson, 2012),
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It is acknowledged that initial teacher education cannot be expected to provide all 

the knowledge and skills a teacher requires and that teachers should be life-long 

learners. Initial teacher education does, however, have an important role to 

play.. .coursework in classroom behavior management does matter and teacher 

education programs that provide it are allowing additional time for their pre

service teachers to acquire more knowledge, leading to increased perceptions of 

preparedness and confidence in classroom behavior management. (O’Neill & 

Stephenson, 2012, p. 1141)

Once they build this confidence and begin teaching, as time goes on, they will start to 

construct their own professional identity and feel more competent within their school 

setting (Joseph, 2011). While there is no set recipe for training teachers, AC programs 

play an important role in providing ongoing professional learning to teachers. The 

tangible resources they can provide such as lesson planning, classroom management 

experiences and student teaching helps improve teacher effectiveness and builds self- 

confidence that can help novice teachers thrive rather than merely survive.

Well-Rounded Individuals 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2004), alternative routes give 

career changers the option to transition into teaching without the hardships of leaving a 

paid workforce. The low entry requirements have the potential to attract a wide range of 

talented individuals, who at least hold a college degree that may not have made the shift 

into education otherwise (Sass, 2011). The candidates of these programs are usually mid

career switchers, specifically older adults and minorities, who are more open to the idea
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of teaching in low income schools. They often indicate having to sacrifice money, 

position and family time for the sake o f becoming certified to teach (Adcock & Mahlios, 

2005). Recognizing this trend and learning of the hardships that these candidates have to 

go through just to achieve their goal of having a career that means something to them, the 

last interview question asked the participants to really reflect on their decision to become 

a teacher and decide, if they had it to do all over again, would they follow the same path 

in becoming a certified mathematics teacher?

As each participant pondered on this question for a brief moment, one-by-one, 

each stated that he/she would not have changed anything. They believe they are the 

educator they are today because of the journey that their AC program took them through. 

It gave them a better sense of self and taught them that they can do anything that they put 

their mind to. Having pursued education with a background in a different field (i.e. 

mathematics, economics, and business) helped them become a more diverse individual. 

They have been introduced to many new perspectives that make them more objective in 

their decision making. They consider themselves to be well-rounded individuals, with 

various degrees to fall back on should the need arise to move up or leave education 

altogether.

As there is “no single teacher preparation program that addresses the particular 

needs of all individuals who want to enter the teaching profession” (Adcock & Mahlios, 

2005, p. 2), most participants of this study would agree that their AC program did the 

best that it could to prepare them for the classroom in an accelerated amount of time.
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The Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to explore how prepared or unprepared six 

alternatively certified, secondary mathematics teachers feel their training prepared them 

to teach in a Title I school. Central to this study was the research question that sought to 

know what the shared lived experiences, perceptions and attitudes of these teachers were. 

From the data collected, it was gathered that each participant had a desire to teach. They 

considered education a rewarding career and their choice to enroll in an alternative 

certification program had a lot to do with the value they placed on education. Wanting to 

give back to their communities, AC routes provided the quickest, most cost-effective way 

to do so. Some of the benefits of going this route included quicker turnaround in 

obtaining a job, the choice of enrolling in tailored programs for career changers, the 

assistance available in funding their endeavor, alongside the option to earn more money 

by obtaining a higher degree upon completion of the program. While appreciating the 

benefits of their AC program, they quickly came to realize, during their transition into the 

classroom, that their programs did not fully prepare them for worse case scenarios. Each 

participant admitted that while their programs did an effective job in training them on the 

content matter; they feel as though it was not as effective in training them for the 

classroom management issues, lack of student knowledge and the cumbersome amounts 

of teacher responsibilities that they would have to endure working in lower SES schools. 

They felt as though their AC program was more aligned to candidates teaching in 

“middle of the road” type schools. Getting through their initial years took having a 

strong support system and learning on the fly, all the while warranting the candidates to
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exhibit a great deal of patience and commitment. When asked if they would have chosen 

a different route of training to become a certified educator given all that they know now, 

each candidate responded that they would not change a thing. Because of all the trials 

and tribulations that they went through to become a certified teacher, they grew from 

their experiences. They each became a more diverse individual serving a greater cause of 

providing quality education to adolescents in low-income, Title I schools.

Implications

The results from this study suggest that although AC programs have the capability 

of producing just as many qualified teachers as TC programs, the current designs of these 

programs are not preparing them to effectively teach in Title I schools. Through 

participants’ reflections and discussions of personal experiences, six secondary 

mathematics teachers expressed their desire for more pedagogical courses that dealt with 

classroom behavior issues, drafting lesson plans, and various other teaching components 

alongside extended clinical field experiences prior to “just being thrown out there”.

They wanted programs that provided practical support and also gave them insights into 

daily routines on how to adapt to Title I school cultures. This is important, especially in 

the early years of teaching, because it allows teachers to develop concepts o f their role for 

establishing and maintaining positive learning environments (O’Neill & Stephenson, 

2012).

In addition, having the opportunity to explore the classroom in a context similar to 

one they will be teaching in and then integrating that knowledge into his or her own 

studies can help alleviate a lot of the “culture shock” that is typically experienced once
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teachers are on their own. As Kleickman et al. (2013) stated, teachers who have more 

formal learning opportunities during their primary years tend to show considerably higher 

gains than someone who does not. Giving these teachers a chance to get their feet wet 

before being thrown in a classroom to either sink or swim can possibly help reduce the 

turnover rate and positively affect student achievement.

This study also points out that it is crucial to understand the preparation 

experiences of novice teachers in AC programs. As AC teachers are more likely to be 

placed in Title I schools, in order for them to generate a stronger sense of preparedness, 

they need certain types o f courses specific to the context of their settings versus generic 

pedagogical courses taught to those who may be entering “middle of the road” schools. 

For example, since schools achieve Title I status because of the income status of a 

percentage of their population, anyone entering this environment should be required to 

take a course on poverty. Understanding what poverty looks like as well as the factors 

that can affect daily learning is critical to a teacher’s success in this environment. 

Understanding the needs of the students can also help employ effective teaching practices 

that can be implemented into redesigning teacher-training programs.

Recommendations for Further Study 

Since this study only focused on mathematics teachers who taught in one Title I 

school within a metropolitan city in Georgia, this study could be replicated and expanded 

to include participants o f AC programs housed in multiple Title I schools throughout the 

entire state. The extensive data from this research could potentially identify trends that 

could support the validity of this study’s findings.
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Another recommendation could be to look at candidates who went through an 

alternative certification route but chose to teach in rural affluent schools. This 

information would give researchers the opportunity to examine the overall effectiveness 

of these training programs and reveal if the techniques that AC programs currently 

employ better suit candidates in this type of environment. It would also give teacher 

education programs ideas of how to design their curriculum so that they produce well- 

rounded candidates for any type of teaching environment.

“Culture shock” continues to be a leading concern for novice teachers that 

typically results in teacher turnover. As research reports, lower SES schools take 

advantage of AC programs and employs higher number of AC teachers than more 

prominent schools. Researching how teachers from affluent backgrounds adapt to 

teaching in low poverty environments can also be an implication for further research.

One more implication for further research could be to address the different 

perspectives of AC teachers compared to TC teachers. As this study summarized the 

challenges and benefits the participants experienced during their primary years, 

unanimously, everyone felt as though they had more issues with the pedagogy than the 

content-matter when placed in the classroom. As different researchers, like Darling- 

Hammond, Berry, and Thoreson (2001), point out that alternatively certified teachers 

tend to have stronger content knowledge and weaker education training, it would be 

interesting to compare these findings with the experiences of traditionally certified 

teachers. Could someone coming into education through a formal avenue of training be 

stronger on the pedagogical side and weaker with their content knowledge?
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These implications for further research could possibly shed more light on 

alternative certification that can either support or refute existing research, while 

potentially creating more beneficial programs for its candidates.

The Lesson Learned

With comments being made all the time through newspapers, journals and various 

other forms of media about the learning gap steadily widening, research suggests that 

teacher credentialing may be partly to blame (Harris & Sass, 2011; Sass, 2011). Studies 

are showing that learning gaps are growing significantly between students housed in 

higher-income and lower-income, Title I schools, especially at the secondary level 

(Walker, 2012). As it seems that more lower-income, Title I secondary schools house 

career changers when measured against other schools, it is important to talk to these 

teachers to understand how their training has enabled them to perform in this 

environment. This not only plays an important role in student success but in teacher 

success as well. It offers advice for anyone considering changing careers into education 

about what to expect in their journey.

The stories told by each participant in this study inform readers that transitioning 

to teach in a Title I school is not easy. As there are several certification options available 

for becoming an educator, one must decide which one adequately meets their needs.

Any person desiring to change careers and enter into education through an alternative 

certification program needs to recognize that it is going to take patience, commitment, 

and a support system in place in order to be successful. While each candidate boasted 

about how beneficial their program’s content training was, the downside is that it seems



125

the pedagogical training can never fully prepare you for all the worse-case scenarios you 

will encounter when you get out in the field. It is going to take time to master this new 

career. It will involve getting frustrated, leaming-on-the-fly, trial-and-error, and feelings 

of hopelessness on some days but at some point, all teachers, even those who look to 

have it all together, experience it. The key is sticking with it. What separates the good 

teachers from the great teachers is persistence and determination. With teacher turnover 

rates growing in low-income schools, the objective is not to give up but to learn from 

mistakes and continue. As time progresses, things will start to become easier and all 

those intrinsic, extrinsic, and altruistic reasons that causes one to choose to enter into 

education for will reach fruition.

As you make note of the similarities that each participant shared in this study, one 

thing that should stand out is that they all stayed committed to their cause for wanting to 

become an educator. Through all of their fumbles in the classroom from learning how to 

work with groups of diverse learners to learning how to connect their professional 

knowledge to their classroom practices, their stories can help inform others that may be 

in similar situations that the best way to learn is to just get out there and do it. Adjusting 

is going to be easier for some than others but it is important that you work on perfecting 

your technique because it is in low-income, Title I schools that great teachers are needed 

the most.

A Reflection Back on My First Day of School 

As I listened to the stories of each participant as they discussed their journey into 

education with me, I realized that I am not alone. Others, much like me, share the same
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experiences and feelings of doubt, frustration and nervousness that I did when I began my 

teaching career. They too, felt as though they could have been better prepared to handle 

the stressors that came along with teaching in a Title I school. Although I had made up in 

my mind that I would be moving out of corporate America and into a career that offered 

an abundant amount of rewards, little did I know about all the trials and tribulations that I 

would endure before I began to succeed.

Collectively, we revealed that during our first years in the classroom, a lot of our 

time was devoted to feelings of dissatisfaction that involved managing our time and 

classroom behavior, creating lessons plans, attending parent conferences and staff 

meetings, while dealing with copious amounts of other problems. As time progressed, 

we grew tremendously and learned how to master techniques that helped make us more 

effective teachers.

With each participant of this study still actively teaching, we are now the veterans 

in our field. As career changers continue to look to alternative certification as a pathway 

into education, I hope this study helps shed some light on the experiences of others and 

helps you recognize that you are not alone in your journey. With dedication, hard work 

and perseverance, the rewards you reap from this new career are well worth the struggle.
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TaMa 14. Hw b i r iw l n im n ln i  of schools that had H ic h lwa  w M w dw tO fM w cyrm il  « dw ol yw r, by neeffiiads u w d  for covering Imm Mbq v a rn ciss  a t Mmi 
___________i d m l ,  school type, w d  u l t d r t  id w o l d > w r twir t c«: 2M 344_______________________________________________________________________

School type and selected 
school characteristic Number

Heed a

quailed
teacher

Of schools that hed teaching vacancies for the current school year, 
percent of schools that used venous methods for covering vacancies

Added
sectionsto

Used other 
Hired a less long-term Canceled teachers' 

thanfuffy or planned Expanded normal 
quailed short-term course some dam  teaching 
teacher substitutes otteringa sizes loads

a  teacher 
of anoffier 
subject or 

grade level 
to cover 
vacancy

Assigned an
administrator 
or counselor 

to teach 
ttioee 

classes

Al schools 83.845 71.9 91.9 17.0 26.0 3.0 12.0 10.1 10.3 4 21a 14,954 73.7 92.7 1 U 3 0 J 3.1 129 9.6 9.8 2.1

School cfeefeicabon
Traditional pubic 63,415 73.8 92.7 162 30.3 3.1 13.0 9 6 9.8 1.9
Charter school 1,539 70.6 90.1 23.4 28.5 4.6 9.7 9.8 11.3 12.5

Community type
Central city 16,509 75.4 90.7 19.2 424 3.4 15.8 10.8 12.1 2.1
Urban fringeftarge town 32.537 76.9 94.2 14.4 30.0 2.5 12.0 8.9 8.7 1.5
Ruralfemei town 15,549 66.6 91.5 17.6 18.4 4.1 11.7 9.9 9 6 3.4

School level
Elementary 44,486 72.3 93.1 126 29.7 12 9.5 4.7 7.0 1.4
Secondary 15,990 80.4 920 26.1 33.9 7.4 21.6 21.0 14.0 2.5
Combined 4,475 67.3 90.3 19.5 23.8 6.4 15.7 18.4 14.4 7 7

Student enrolment
Lees than 100 2,616 37.9 81.7 17.4 19.9 3.8 6.3 8.0 7.0 7.3
100-199 4,602 58.1 84.7 15.9 23.6 5.0 9.0 8.6 9.5 5.3
200-499 25,867 72.5 93.9 11.7 23.1 2.1 102 6.1 7.5 2.0
500-749 16,435 81.5 93.1 16.2 32.4 1.8 11.1 5.7 8.7 1.3
750-999 7,136 85.0 93.2 21.8 37.4 3.9 16.6 12.7 14.2 0.8
1,000 or more 8,296 91.6 95.2 26.9 49.2 6.9 25.9 26.9 15.7 2.0

AR BIA schools 124 73.7 85.1 23.6 3 3 3 S J 21.5 15.8 23.0 9 2

See notes at end of tabfe.
TaMe 14. Number and percentage of schools that had teaching vacancies for the  current school year, by methods used for covering teaching vacancies at the

school, school type, and ssiacted school charectertetics: 2003-04—Continualt

Of schools that had teaching vacancies for the current school year.
percent at schools that used various methods tor covering vacancies

Added Assigned
sections to a teacher Assigned an

Used other of another administrator
Hired a Hired a less long-term Canceled teachers' subjector or counselor

f t* th an f i* or planned Expanded normal grade level to teach
School type and selected quailed quailed short-term course some class teaching to cover those
school characteristic Number Percent teacher teacher substitutes offerings sizes toads vacancy classes

AR private schools 16,767 66.1 69.5 19.2 11.0 2 4 8.6 11.7 11.7 112

School ctes8ttkation
Cathoftc 5,896 74.5 92.7 16.2 9.8 1.8 5.8 7.5 8.1 4.0
Other relgiouB 5,217 60.2 89.0 21.1 11.2 32 11.9 15.4 15.1 17 8
Nonsectarian 4,654 664 86.2 19.6 12.2 1.7 6.9 10.3 10.5 87

Community type
Central city 6,580 70.5 89.9 20.0 12.8 2.3 9.7 10.5 12.4 10.3
Urban tnnga/targe town 9,507 67.3 89.8 18.1 9.5 2.5 7.9 12.0 11.2 11.1
Ruralfemaltowm 2,380 52.9 86.9 21.0 12.0 2.4 9.5 13.9 12.2 14.4

School level
Elementary 11,103 64.1 88.7 17.2 9.1 1.5 6.5 7.0 9.3 8.5
Secondary 2.019 78.0 93.1 204 11.4 3.7 9.8 162 12.8 82
Combined 5,645 672 89.6 227 14.8 3.7 12.8 19.3 16.2 17.7

Student enrolment
Leas than 100 6,672 50.9 828 22.9 132 3.1 7.6 12.3 13.8 166
100-199 4,696 75.0 93.5 15.7 7.8 12 10.0 10.7 12.4 9.5
200-499 5,391 81.1 92.4 16.1 0.1 2.7 8.2 10.7 10.3 7.5
500-749 1,112 90.5 95.3 17.9 15.8 1.7 7.6 11.5 7.2 4.7
750 or more 097 92.4 95.7 15.9 19.6 2 2 12.0 20.2 72 9.0

NOTE: BIA school refers to schools fancied by Ihe Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) that are operated by the BIA, a tribe, or a private contractor and not by a  regular school elstrid
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and Staffing Survey, 2003-04, Pubic School, BIA School, and Private School Data 
Files.
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H M itnl CMisr Mr EtocttlM  S M M cs
N u m b er o f public h igh  schoo l-level te a c h e r s  w h o  rep o rted  a  sp ec ific  m ain  a s s ig n m e n t a n d  th e  p e rc e n ta g e  w ith a n d  w ithou t
a  m ajor in th a t m a in  a s s ig n m e n t, by  s u b je c t o f m a in  a s s ig n m e n t 2007-Q B

S e le c te d  m ain  a s s ig n m e n t N um ber o f  te a c h e rs
P e rc e n t with m a jo r in m ain 

a s s ig n m e n t
P e rc e n t  w ithou t m a jo r in m ain 

a s s ig n m e n t
English 161 ,300 82 .8 17.2
M ath em atics 143 .600 72 .5 27.5
S c ie n c e 119,800 8 4 .0 16.0

Biology o r  life s c ie n c e s 5 3 ,8 0 0 76.1 23.9
P hysica l s c ie n c e 5 8 ,1 0 0 4 8 .5 51.5

C hem istry 24 ,500 4 8 .2 51.8
E arth  s c ie n c e s 8 ,5 0 0 3 3 .2 66 .8
P h y sic s 8 ,8 0 0 5 7 .7 42 .3

S ocia l s c ie n c e 119,200 8 3 .3 16.7
E conom ics 6 .2 0 0 15.0  ! 85.0
G eo g rap h y 8,000 9.7  ! 9 0  3
G o v ern m en t o r  civ ics 15 ,000 6.1 ! 93 .9
H istory 60 .1 0 0 6 3 .8 36.2

F ren ch 11,500 8 2 .0 18.0
G e rm a n 3 ,1 0 0 87 .2 t
Latin 2 ,0 0 0 68 .7 31.3  !
S p an ish 41 ,7 0 0 74 .6 25.4
A rt o r  a r ts  a n d  c ra fts 32 ,400 89 .5 10.5 !
M usic 34 ,900 9 5 .2 4.8
D a n c e  a n d  d ra m a  o r  th e a te r 7 ,5 0 0 6 1 .0 39.0

! In te rp re t d a ta  with cau tio n . T h e  s ta n d a rd  e rro r fo r th is  e s tim a te  is eq u a l to  3 0  p e rc e n t o r  m o re  o f  th e  e s tim a te 's  va lu e . 
t  R eporting  s ta n d a rd s  n o t m e t
NOTE: T e a c h e rs  inc lude  trad itional public an d  pub lic  c h a rte r  te a c h e r s  w h o  ta u g h t d e p a rtm en ta lized  c l a s s e s  to  s tu d e n ts  in 
a n y  o f g r a d e s  1 0 -1 2 , o r  g r a d e  9  a n d  n o  g ra d e  low er. E ach  m a in  a s s ig n m e n t inc lu d es  se v e ra l sub fie ld s. U n d er s c ie n c e  a n d  
socia l s c ie n c e  a n y  o f se v e ra l su b fie ld s  a r e  ex a m in e d  in deta il. T h e s e  su b fie ld s  a r e  n o t inc lusive of all su b fie ld s  in th e  
s u b je c t a n d , th e re fo re , d o  n o t su m  to  th e  b ro ad  field  total. "M ajor in m ain a s s ig n m e n t"  in d u d e s  all te a c h e rs ,  re g a rd le s s  o f 
w h e th e r  th e  m a jo r w a s  e a rn e d  w ithin o r  o u ts id e  th e  sch o o l/co lleg e  o f  ed u c a tio n . M ajors in main a s s ig n m e n t a r e  c red ite d  if 
th e y  w e re  e a rn e d  a t  th e  b a c h e lo r 's  d e g r e e  level o r  h igher. D etail m ay  n o t s u m  to  to ta ls  b e c a u s e  o f rounding .
S O U R C E : U .S. D ep a rtm en t of E ducation , N ational C e n te r  fo r E ducation  S ta tis tic s , S c h o o ls  a n d  Staffing S u rv ey  (S A S S ), 
"P ub lic  S ch o o l T e a c h e r  D a ta  File," 2 0 0 7 -0 8 .
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htumber of public high schooMeveJ teachers who reported a spectlic main assignment and the percentage with a maior and certification ri that maci 
assignment, by subject of main assignment 2007-08

Selected Number  Major in main assignment_ _ _ _ _ _ _   No major in main assignment
main assignment of teachers Total Certified Not certified Total Certified Not certified Total certified

Mathematics 143,600 72.5 63.1 9.4 27.5 16.4 11.1 79.5
Science 119,800 84.0 73.6 10.4 16.0 12.0 4.0 85.6

BWogy/life sciences 53,800 76.1 60.2 16.0 23.9 172 6.7 77.4
Physical science 58,100 48.5 39.5 9.0 51.5 29.9 21.6 69.4
Chemistry 24,500 48.2 36.8 11.4 51.8 34.6 17.3 71.4
Earth sciences 8,500 33.2 271 6.0 ! 66.8 23.3 43.5 50.4
Physics 8,800 57.7 42.7 15.0 ! 42.3 28.1 14.1 70.8

NOTE: Teachers include traditional public and public charter teachers who taught departmentalized classes to students in any of grades 10-12, or grade 
9 and no grade kwer. Each main assignment includes several subbelds. Under science, several subfields are examined in detail. These subfields are 
not inclusive of a t subfields in the subject and, therefore, do not add to the broad field total. "Major in main assignment" include all teachers, regardless of 
whether the major was held within or outside the school/college of education. Majors in main assignment are credited if they were held at the bachelor's 
degree level or higher. "Certified' columns contain teachers with a regular/probationary certification in-subject and at the secondary level. Detail may not 
sum to totals because of rounding and because some data are not shown.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Schools and Stalling Suivey (SASS), "Public School Teacher Data File,* 
2007-08.
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TABULATION OF FACTS RELATIVE TO THE CERTIFICATION OF TEACHERS — Ctntintui

Kansu.............................
Kentucky
Louisiana..................... ....
Maine* . . . . . . .
Maryland . . . . . . .
Musacbusetts*.................
Michigan • . « « . . »  
Minnesota. . . . . . .
Mississippi . . . . . .
Missouri . . . . . . .
Montana....................   .
Nebraska.........................
Nevada..............................
New Hampshire* . . . .
New Jersey .....................
New Mexico.....................
New York.........................
North Carolina.................
North D ako ta .................

STATE CERTIFICATES

Lira

si

.58o

L im it x d  Txsm

S ° r3
8
4
5

5
5 or a 

3

6 
3

6 o rS
I

to or 7 
3

COUNTY CERTIFICATES

Fnwr Gsads Sxcoro C tA D i

vO

6
1

8



Ohio X I t 6 5 8 3 4 5
Oklahoma........................... 5 3 3 90 2 1 3 80
Oregon............................... X 10 X X 6 X 6 5 4 3 90 1 3 80
Pennsylvania....................... X X 3 X a X 3 i 1 1 1 1

Rhode Island * .................. X *5 X 14 3 or s X
South Carolina.................. X 10 X X 3 2 8o 2 70
South D a k o ta .................. X 1 6 X X 10 X IS 5 X X 3 3 3 3

Tennessee...........................
T e x s s ............................... X 8 X X X 4ors X 3 life «S 8 3 75 3
Utah . . . . . . . . X *3 X 3 S X X 2 I 1

Vermont . . . . . . . X 5 X i o or 5 X 3 5 1 3

V irg in ia ........................... X a X 7 X 3 3 8 5 1 1 a 73 1

Washington...................... X X X 3 X I I S X X 3 4 5 1 3 3

West V irg in ia .................. X 4 i s  or 6 X X 3 S 90 3 80
Wisconsin........................... X 9 X X i X 9 5 4 3 1 9 3 5
Wyoming........................... X 3 3 3 8 1 83

• Inning to n  certificates.
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BREAKDOWN BY STATE OF ALTERNATIVE CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS
ROLLED OUT BY 2006

ALABAMA -  3 MONTANA - 1
ALASKA- 1 NEBRASKA -  5

ARIZONA- 1 NEVADA - 1
ARKANSAS - 1 NEW HAMPSHIRE -  4

CALIFORNIA -  6 NEW JERSEY - 1
COLORADO -  2 NEW MEXICO- 1

CONNECTICUT -  5 NEW YORK- 4
DELAWARE -  4 NORTH CAROLINA -  2

FLORIDA -  4 NORTH DAKOTA - 1
GEORGIA- 6 OHIO -  3
HAWAII -  3 OKLAHOMA- 2
IDAHO - 1 OREGON -  3

ILLINOIS -  2 PENNSYLVANIA - 1
INDIANA - 1 RHODE ISLAND - 1

IOWA-1 SOUTH CAROLINA- 1
KANSAS -  2 SOUTH DAKOTA- 3

KENTUCKY -  7 TENNESSEE -  2
LOUISANA -  6 TEXAS -  1

MAINE - 1 UTAH -  3
MARYLAND - 1 VERMONT- 2

MASSACHUSETTS -  2 VIRGINIA -  4
MICHIGAN -  3 WASHINGTON -  4

MINNESOTA -  2 WEST VIRGINIA- 3
MISSISSIPPI -  3 WISCONSIN -  2
MISSOURI -  2 WYOMING -  2

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA - 4
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The purpose of the research project will be to explore how prepared or unprepared six 
alternatively certified secondary mathematics teachers feel their training equipped them 
to teach in a Title I school. The central research question of this study is: What are the 
shared lived experiences, perceptions and attitudes of alternatively certified 
mathematics teachers that teach in a Title I school?

Interview Questions

1. Describe your career prior to entering teaching and the reason for the career 
change?

2. Explain why an alternative route to teacher certification was chosen over a 
traditional four-year college teacher preparation program?

3. Describe the process you experienced to become a certified teacher?

4. How well do you feel you were adequately prepared to teach mathematics in the 
secondary setting given your choice to gain certification through an alternative 
teacher preparation program?

5. Describe the challenges or benefits you experienced in your first year[s] as a 
certified teacher?

6. What would you have done differently, if anything, in your path to becoming a 
certified mathematics teacher?
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Hello,

I am doing a study on math teachers who were certified either through a 
traditional four year college or an alternative program, like M.A.T., 
MGRESA, etc. and I am interested in talking to some teachers about their 
training and their beliefs on their strengths and weaknesses. Please 
respond to the questions below:

1. How did you gain certification to become a teacher?

2. Did you go to college to become a teacher or is teaching a second 
career?

3. If teaching is a second career, what did you get your undergraduate 
degree in? What is the highest degree you hold? How did you obtain 
your teaching certification?

4. How many years have you been teaching?

Thank you for taking the time to answer these questions. Your responses are 
greatly appreciated and will be kept confidential.



APPENDIX I 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

157



158

Tilt College o f  Education

Participant Consent Form

My signatu re  below  indicates th a t  I have read  th e  inform ation  p rov ided  an d  h av e  dec ided  to  p artic ipa te  in th e  s tudy  ti tle d  "The 
Shared  Lived Experiences o f  A lternatively Certified Teachers o f S econdary  M athem atics: A H erm eneu tic  Phenom enological 
Study" to  b e  co n d u c ted  a t  m y p lace  o f em p lo y m en t b e tw e en  th e  d a te s  o f  Ju n e  5, 2014 an d  Ju n e  5, 2015. I u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  my 
s ignatu re  ind ica tes  th a t  I h ave  a g re e d  to  p a rtic ip a te  in th is  researc h  pro ject.

I u n d e rs ta n d  th e  p u rp o se  o f  th e  researc h  p ro jec t will b e  to  exp lo re  how  p rep a re d  o r u n p rep a re d  te n  alternatively  certified  
secondary  m a th em atic s  te a c h e rs  fee l th e ir  tra in in g  eq u ipped  th e m  to  te a c h  in a  Title I school. I will p a rtic ipa te  in th e  following 
m anner:

1. O ne-on-O ne In terv iew  will b e  conduc ted  b e tw e e n  th e  re se a rc h e r  and  th e  partic ipan t in o rd e r  to  an sw er six o p en -en d e d  
q u es tio n s  a b o u t th e  p a rtic ip an t's  tra in ing  p rio r to  becom ing a  fully ce rtified  m a th em atic s  te ach e r.

2. As d ee m ed  necessary , a b ro ad -to -n a rro w  observation  p ro toco l will ta k e  place, initially, a  b ro ad  observation  will be  m a d e  of 
activities, ev e n ts  and  behav io rs o f  th e  partic ip an t in th e  s tudy  fo llow ed by a  su b se q u e n t observation  th a t  narrow s th e  focus to  
a  specific a sp ec t (i.e. c lassroom  lec tu re  delivery techn ique , s tu d e n t en g a g em en t, c lassroom  m an ag em en t) as  it re la te s  to  th e  
study.

3. For partic ipan ts  unavailab le t o  conduc t o n e -o n -o n e  in terv iew s d u e  to  tim e /lo ca tio n  constra in ts , te le p h o n e  in terv iew s will 
s erve  as  an  a lte rn a tiv e  in w hich  th e  sam e  six o p en -en d e d  q u es tio n s  a b o u t th e  partic ip an t's  tra in ing  p rio r to  becom ing  a  fully 
certified  m a th em atic s  te a c h e r  will b e  asked. P articipants will b e  m a d e  aw are  th a t  ail in terv iew  ap p ro ach es  will b e  recorded .

P o ten tia l b en e fits  o f  th e  s tudy  are:
•  C ontribu tion  to  re se a rc h  in th e  field o f ed u ca tio n  th a t  exp lo res how  te a c h e r  p rep a ra tio n  p rogram s con trib u te  to  te ach e r  

supp ly  an d  quality
•  To ad d  d iffe ren t p e rspectives  to  resea rc h  th a t discuss sim ilar top ics th a t  involve te a c h e rs  becom ing  certified  th rough  

a lte rn a tiv e  m easu res

I ag ree  to  th e  follow ing cond itions w ith  th e  und ers tan d in g  th a t I can  w ithd raw  from  th e  s tudy  a t any  tim e  shou ld  I ch o o se  to  
d iscon tinue  partic ipation .

•  T he iden tity  o f partic ip an ts  will b e  p ro te c ted . P seudonym s will b e  given to  all in terv iew  an d  field observation  
partic ipan ts, so  th a t  th e y  a re  n o t iden tifiab le to  an y o n e  o th e r  th a n  th e  principal investiga to r, if a  nam e is inadverten tly  
m e n tio n e d , th a t  p o rtio n  o f  th e  in terv iew  will b e  e rased . T ranscrip ts  will b e  destro y ed  up o n  com pletion  to  fu r th e r  
e n su re  p artic ipan ts ' anonym ity . In acco rdance  w ith  M ercer's  IRB regu la tion  pro tocol, ail in terv iew  d a ta  and  field no tes 
co llected  will b e  m ain ta in ed  in a  secu re  location aw ay from  th e  researc h  site . D ata will b e  kep t in a  fire-proof, locked 
s to rag e  in  w hich  th e  re se a rc h e r  will only have access to .

•  Inform ation  g a th e re d  during  th e  co u rse  o f  th e  p ro jec t will b eco m e p a r t o f th e  d a ta  analysis and  m ay  con trib u te  to  
published  research  re p o rts  and  p resen ta tio n s .

•  There a re  n o  fo re se e a b le  inconven iences o r  risks involved to  p a rtic ipa te  in th e  study.

•  P artic ipa tion  in th e  s tu d y  is vo lun tary  an d  will n o t affec t em p lo y m en t s ta tu s  o r  annua l eva luations. If I decide to  
w ithd raw  perm ission  a f te r  th e  s tudy  beg ins, I will notify  th e  school o f  m y decision.

If fu r th e r  in fo rm ation  is n e e d e d  regarding  th e  research  s tudy, I can  c o n tac t Tonya R ichardson via em ail a t 
tm rich_77@ hotm ail.com

S ig n a tu re____________
P articipan t D ate

mailto:tmrich_77@hotmail.com
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IP ^ T   .gfcL/UL udMJ reu f̂y ( ha StjWfMZj 'tnc&t yeupiL -tbad.
£j/YtfV mcLjAOTUMju  reftthwLi s-L/Jt*vK ,sn| \ v  g r 1 i j j f t V )  i t f  W JALf l t L  I  4S4.iiW fZ M J  LM P T « . u

^ ^ 2 u # d j A s^ h j^ . ̂ f i tn c ,

y n M i^n u d C t
Y>Ll ±  

stu tU/f)1S_iSo
w L stu d ib

4*
(Jam/id^ thf tarUL f/rtsAidb-

<xo w-eii ac  5 H« un^ud ujcicl. b<jct



161

Jcia\Y'lso**& eubjbciud ty  burn»u4- ciass**™
ffymk-j. - +Ho ptM ftygiaJ SW  *F^i«n54. »irwr*5» -tfrvuj c w tr b -  rwUW  IfV

S k ' . m j J i / ,  4 h j  ck J U L w tfo  o r  
. y t  Ms)

i H f
7fr h*/ toao h(id̂  rrvUe j -i

,__  . i5̂  \,̂ (v r  -wad rvugfys J - t m ^ t  rtmtrhAp,
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I  hsuJnacL a . M 'i w d a M s s o  h e ^ M ^ A a n d J j i i h ^ L
■** jnstmc f̂fl^JsicU- Of) -flunks tohi.U- ^ . . lA 'f jU c h M L J ^ a in d ( ^  th t-

( fe c ip U ft fu u  issu e r-  _________________________________________________________    -

, wlojt .. b e d ' ,  h. tolc  4K* m*run
ht' Q w m & s hLb ticuck, 1*U- t̂ucû 3  a m M j l a t p  W M J j ^ L  
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0  atlas.ti report
Families: List of Code Families and their Members

f i m l y
interview Question 1

Interview Question 2

Interview Q uestion 3

interview Question 4

•  Training

•  Personal Reflection

•  Sought Ways to  Become a  Teacher

•  T utoring

•  Substituting

•  M ath A ptitude Background

•  U ked/loved M ath

•  W anted a  Career That Had M eaning

•  Enjoying Helping Others

•  Brief Introduction to  th e  Field Prior to  Changing Careers

•  Impact O thers

•  AC Routes Provide Application of Skill Set to  New Field

•  Obtain a Higher Degree prior to  Entering Education

•  AC Faster Route to  Certification

•  Special Funding and Scholarships Available through AC routes

•  Q uieter Turnaround Time than  TC for Acquiring a  Job

•  M ore Money

•  Specific AC program s tailored to  High-Need Areas such as M athem atics

•  New Knowledge

•  Pressure to  Pass

•  Active learn ing

•  Risk/Fear Associated with leaving Full-Time Job to  Begin a  New Career

•  Tlme-M anagement

•  Uncertanties

•  Leave of Absence from Reid to  Gain Full Credentials

•  Provisional Certificates

•  Prerequisite Knowledge

•  Comm itm ent

•  Support System

•  Trial and  Error

•  S tudent Behavior



•  Smalt Goals

•  Delusions o f G randuer

•  Hard

•  New to  Teaching

•  Overwhelming

•  Effective Teaching Strategies

•  Improved w ith  Time

•  M ore Challenges than  Benefits

•  Stressful

•  Frustrating

•  Classroom M anagem ent

•  Poverty

•  W hat Have I G otten Myself Into (Regret)

•  Excitement

•  Rewarding

•  Planning

•  Diversity

•  Sink o r  Swim

•  Challenging bo th  Personally and Professionally

•  Nervous

•  Confidence

•  Establishing Relationships

•  Learning from Mistakes

•  Race Relations

•  S tudent Lack o f Prerequisite Knowledge

•  T im e-M anagem ent

Interview  Q uestion 5
•  Support System

•  Studying as  you Teach

•  Skepticism

•  Tailored Programs

•  N ot P repared  fo r W orse-Case Scenarios

•  Preparation

•  In-Depth Knowledge

•  Brushed up on  Forgotten Skills

•  Ideal Situations

•  Patience



Interview Q uestion 6

Preparation to  Teach COHege-Levei Courses 

H igher-Order Thinking Skills 

C ontent Knowledge 

Critical Thinking

18 Hours o f G raduate Level Courses

Support

Utopia

Belief in on e 's  Self (Efficacy)

Challenging Courses 

Application

Helpful

O utdated  Research 

Techniques 

Com fortable 

Learning o n  th e  Fty 

Technological S trategies 

Instructional Strategies

Second Chances 

Different Perspectives 

Well-Rounded Individuals 

Diversity in Studies

Program Tailored to  Older Adults w ith Experiences

Diverse Individuals

Flexibility of th e  Program

Responsibility

Working Adults

Degree to  Fall Back on
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”   STATE SALARY SCHEDULE______________________ **>«"«■»

OFFICIAL
GEORGIA ANNUAUMONTHLY SALARY SCHEDULE 

FOR 10 MONTHS EMPLOYMENT
BASE EQUALS $33,424.00 
SCHOOL YEAR 2013 - 2014

y—ntH
Cradtebit Salaty

St*p

T-1
831,586.00

84.60%
OfT-4

T-2 
$32,906.00 
97.26% 
OF T - 4

LEVEL OF CCimFiCATIOM
PROV PROF
BT-4 T-4 

831.986.00 $33.42400 
94.60% 100.00% 
OFT-4 MA

PROV 
BT5 

$38,887.00 
108.90% 
OfT-4

W
838.49800
115.00%
OfT-4

’m
$40,938.00 
10890% 
Of T-5

W
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T able 1: M aster's B um p by S ta te

STATE
Bachelor's 

degree w ith no
M aster's 

degree with no Difference
Bachelor's 

degree w ith 10 M aster's degree 
with 10 years Difference

experience experience years
Alabama $35,800 $41,200 $5,400 $43,100 S49.SOO $6,400
Alaska $37,800 $42600 $4,700 $491900 $55500 $5600
Arizona $31,100 $34,200 $3,100 $38,900 $43,500 $4,600
Arkansas $31,300 $34600 $3600 $36,400 $40600 $4,100
California $40,100 $43,800 $3,700 $51600 $58,200 $6,400
Colorado $29,800 $33,100 $3,300 $36,100 $40,600 $4600
Connecticut $38,900 $41,800 $2,900 $54,600 $60,400 $5,800
Delaware $36,200 $42600 $6,300 $47600 $54600 $7300
DC $38,200 $46600 $8,300 $48,700 $57,600 $8,900

Florida $33,300 $35,700 $2,400 $38/400 $41,200 $2,800
Georgia $34,300 $39,200 $4,900 $43/400 $49,700 $6,300
Hawaii $41,500 $44600 $3,300 $45300 $49600 $3,700
Idaho $30,900 $31,500 $600 S3S.600 $41,300 $5,700
Mnols $331500 $36600 $3,300 $42,800 $47,400 $4,600
Indiana $32,200 $34,200 $2,000 $41,000 $45300 $4,300
Iowa $25,700 $29600 $2600 $34600 $35300 $3600
Kansas $31,500 $34,200 $2,700 $35,500 $39,000 $3600
Kentucky $34/400 $35100 $3/700 $42600 $46600 $4300
Louisiana $33,900 $34,700 $800 $38,300 $40,000 $1,700
Maine $25600 $30600 $2600 $35300 $40900 $2600
Maryland $40,700 $43,100 $2,400 $50,200 $55600 $4,800
M assachusetts $37600 $45700 $3,100 $54,700 $55900 $<200
Michigan $34,200 $37,100 $2,900 $51,700 $57300 $5,600
M innesota $32,200 $36,900 $4,700 $41,700 $45400 $6,700
Mississippi $32,300 $34,700 $2,400 $37,400 $41/400 $4600
Missouri $25900 $31,900 $3,000 $33,700 $37/400 $3,700
M ontana $24,800 $28,300 $3,500 $33,300 $38,900 $5600
Nebraska $27,200 $32600 $4,800 $33,500 $42,100 $8,600
Nevada $33,300 $38,200 $4,900 $44,100 $50,800 $6,700
New Hampshire $31,100 $34,300 $3,700 $42,900 $47,300 $<400
New Jersey $42,700 $45,900 $3,200 $52,600 $56,200 $3,600
New Mexico $31600 $35600 $4,100 $41/400 $46300 $4600
New York $40,500 $45,100 $4,600 $52,600 $58,300 $5,700
North Carolina $30000 $33600 $3600 $38600 $43300 $4,700
North Dakota $25,500 $28,300 $2,800 $30,600 $33,800 $3,200
Ohio $31,100 $34600 $3600 $44600 $SQ,600 $5,700
Oklahoma $32,200 $33,700 $1,500 $36,800 $38,500 $1,700
Oregon $30600 $34600 $3,900 $40600 $46300 $5,900
Pennsylvania $36,300 $38,900 $2,600 $47,400 $50,300 $2,900
Rhode Island $36,700 $39600 $2,900 $66600 $69600 $2,700
South Carolina $31,000 $35600 $4,500 $39,200 $44,600 $5,400
South Dakota $27,100 $29,300 $2,200 $31,200 $33600 $2/400
Tennessee $32300 $35600 $2,700 $37600 $41,400 $3,600
Texas $32,700 $33*400 $700 $45400 $41,100 $700
Utah $30600 $32,900 $2,900 $38,600 $42600 $3,400
Vermont $31,900 $36600 $4,100 $42,700 $47600 $4600
Virginia $35,700 $38,100 $2,400 $41600 $43600 $2,500
W ashington $33,100 $39600 $6600 $35200 $47,300 $9,100
West Virginia $29,400 $32,300 S2.900 $35,600 $38,500 $7,900
Wisconsin $30,700 $35,100 $4/400 $40600 $46600 $6,100
Wyoming $38,500 $42,500 $4,000 $45600 $49,900 $4,900
United States $33600 $36,700 $3,100 $43600 $47600 $4600
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