Research Poster




Have we found the key to beginning teacher retention?
A qualitative study of the NAAE award program for beginning teachers



Meghan M. Wood  
North Carolina State University
Campus Box 7607
Raleigh, NC 27695
(864) 903-1730
mlwood3@ncsu.edu






	
Have we found the key to beginning teacher retention?
A qualitative study of the NAAE award program for beginning teachers

Introduction
The teaching occupation suffers from a chronic and relatively high level of teacher attrition compared to many other occupations (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Ingersoll (2003) suggested that greater value lies in retaining qualified teachers than increasing the number of newly certified teachers coming into the profession. 
The goal of the Teacher Turn the Key (TTK) program is to provide beginning teachers in their third, fourth and fifth years of teaching with relevant professional development to support their teaching practices. Ultimately, retaining qualified agriculture teachers in the classroom is the overall purpose and mission the National Association of Agricultural Educators set forth when developing this program.

Theoretical Framework
The first theoretical framework for this study is housed in the framework of knowledge base for effective teaching and learning by Darling-Hammond and Bransford (Darling-Hammond, 2005).  To successfully prepare effective teachers, teacher education and professional development must breed lifelong learning skills. The authors (Darling-Hammond, 2005) emphasize three general areas of knowledge and skills that are necessary for teachers to gain: knowledge of subject matter, knowledge of teaching, and knowledge of learning.  Certainly this gives a solid theoretical basis on which to build effective, substantial and intentional professional development programs. The second theory is focused on teacher burn-out and job stress. The Teacher Performance-Motivation Theory (TP-M Theory) is grounded in a social-pshychological model of teacher stress and burnout and emphasizes the importance of variables that affect teacher performance over time. According to Blase (1982), job burnout refers to the emotional, attitudinal, and physical exhaustion that results from job-related stress. Rewards are also used in the model and refer to what teachers percieve as valued payment for their effort (Blase, 1982). According to the model, rewards tend to increase the overall teacher satisfaction therfore the absence of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards over a long period of time tend to result in varying degrees of physical, emotional, and attitudinal decay regarding their satisfaction. 

Methodology
Qualitative methods were used to collect, analyze, and interpret the data. The data consisted of two focus groups with secondary agriculture teachers who had participated in the TTK program. The participants for this study were purposively selected based on the criteria that they were agriculture teachers who participated in the TTK program. 
One group of participants from the 2013 TTK cohort were asked to voluntarily participate in a focus group after a scheduled TTK workshop. A second group of participants from 2003-2012 was contacted via telephone a month prior to the conference to ask if they would voluntarily participate in a focus group during the conference. After the initial solicitation, the researcher sent a reminder email to the participants with details of the focus group. 
Validity and reliability were established through the following: Credibility (Merriam, 2009) was addressed through member checks and by emailing participants a copy of the transcripts for accuracy. TTK program documentation, transcript documents and interview observation documents were analyzed and compared to establish triangulation. Dependability (Merriam, 2009) was addressed in the study by keeping an audit trail of all documents and analysis procedures. A transcript of each focus group was created from researcher notes and audio recordings and provided to participants for accuracy. Confirmability (Merriam, 2009) was addressed by including exact statements from the focus group. Transferability (Merriam, 2009) may be achieved by providing a rich description to allow readers to determine if the findings match the research context and can be transferred to other cases. An awareness of personal bias was documented through journaling. Maximum variation (Merriam, 2009) was established through purposfully selecting teachers with a diverse number of years of teaching experience, TTK cohort year, and state. Draft copies of the report were sent to colleagues for peer review.

Results
The group of teachers identified benefits of TTK, including building relationships with other agriculture teachers, being recognized for their work in the classroom, being exposed to leadership opportunities and discovering a source of encouragement and support. 
Four themes emerged from this study regarding the experiences of secondary agriculture teachers who have participated in the TTK program and are the following: (1)Relationships/Networking/Family (2) Recognition/Confidence/Credibility (3) Motivation/Encouragement/Support (4) Leadership/Personal Growth. These four themes are described as benefits of the TTK program and how the program is meeting the professional development needs of beginning agriculture teachers. 

Conclusion
The results of this study indicate that the TTK program is giving beginning teachers a sense of confidence through motivation, encouragement, support, and resources that help them meet their classroom and teaching needs. By providing one of the first pieces of recognition to a beginning teacher, it helps build their confidence as a teacher and provides credibility in their schools and communities. The relationships and networking opportunity the TTK provides was identified as a benefit from the program. Because agriculture teachers are often isolated from other teachers, building effective relationships for support was identified as a key factor in meeting their needs. By coming to a national conference, beginning teachers are able to see the leadership structure for the organization and their individual states. 

Implications/ Recommendations
Stakeholders invested in the program should evaluate their goals to determine the percentage of teachers being retained by this program. If it is determined that the program has a high retention rate, it may be a model our profession should continue to support and stakeholders continue to invest. State agricultural education associations and other key organizations should identify avenues in which more beginning teachers can attend national conferences in order to capitalize on all professional development offered in our profession.  Further research should be conducted to determine the long term impacts of the TTK program in regards to retaining qualified agriculture teachers. Additional research should be conducted with past TTK participants to determine the effects of the program on developing teacher leaders in the agricultural education profession. Finally, a cost-benefit analysis should be conducted from a stakeholder perspective. The agricultural education profession should fully understand the alternative consequences if investments weren’t made to keep it in existence.  
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