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Abstract: Each year school administrators find themselves in the position of hiring new teachers
and onboarding them to the unique expectations and context of the school. Such work most often
happens while these new teachers are actively doing the work of teaching, with few contracted
hours of training available. Limited research has focused on the experience of onboarding for
teachers who are experienced in the field, but new to a particular school. Recognizing this
challenge, this team of researchers and participants set out to examine the flow of information in
one school for four teachers in their first year of teaching at a public charter school. Findings
point to the complexities of onboarding in a school environment, including mentoring,
expectations, the value of support and logistical needs.
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INTRODUCTION

The volume of information exchanged within a school to ensure the functioning and
success of the school across its many domains — the lunchroom, the staff room, the custodial closet,
the individual classrooms, the carpool line — is overwhelming. When a teacher, even an
experienced teacher, joins the faculty of a school they may feel like they are swimming upstream
in that flow of information, looking for the bit they need to carry on the day’s work.

Onboarding has been considered by researchers in multiple fields from a variety of
perspectives and revealed a host of benefits from the process. This research suggests that
successful onboarding from an organization to a new employee reduces the anxiety of new hires
(Solinger et al., 2013; Abrams, 2018), limits the start up time to effective work (Klein et al., 2015),
increases retention (Richter et al., 2022; Ronfeldt & McQueen, 2017; Johnson, 2011; Banville &
Rickard, 2012), and understanding of the professional culture at work (Wiseman & Amerson,
2016), and enables relationship building that allows for a positive experience and continued access
to learning (Franklin, 2019). The organization can also benefit from onboarding through learning
about employee strengths (Keisling & Laning, 2016) and clarifying organizational goals (Harwood
& Koyama, 2022).

Within the field of education, there is significant research focused on teacher onboarding.
Wills (2022) defines teacher onboarding as “a process that conveys a school district’s professional
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culture, expectations, and community awareness, and provides essential resources for teachers who
are new to a district.” The quality of personal relationships that teachers experience in a school
setting can have real impacts on their efficacy and satisfaction (Asporfs & Bondas, 2013; Darling-
Hammond & McClaughlin, 2011); such relationships can be impacted by onboarding programs
(Billot & King, 2017; Kardos et al., 2001; Gaikhorst, et al., 2014). As new teachers enter
onboarding spaces, they are creating new relationships which set the tone of their professional
experience in that context.

There is both some contradiction and much nuance in the teacher onboarding literature.
Breaden, 2007 found that successful onboarding can improve student learning, while Glazerman
et al. (2010), did not find positive impacts on student achievement in the case of their study. Other
research highlights that each of the potential benefits — efficacy, satisfaction, and student learning
—are affected by the quality and duration of supports (Ingersoll, 2012; Carver & Feiman-Nemser,
2009; Feiman-Nemser, 2001) and the background of teachers (Achinstein et al., 2004; Mitchell,
et. al;, 2017). In a review of the induction literature, Ingersoll and Strong (2011) identified three
major positive outcomes from successful induction for beginning teachers: “teacher commitment
and retention, teacher classroom instructional practices, and student achievement™ (p. 201).

While these patterns may have implications for experienced teachers being onboarded to a
new school, who are not being inducted into the profession for the first time, very little research is
focused on them. An Education Source search of teach* and onboard* in academic journals written
in English for the past ten years yields 42 results; six referenced K-12 education. Only one
considered experienced educators, in this case being onboarded to a particular instructional
method. Using the same search parameters, but replacing onboard* with induction, 1,034 results
are generated. While not all results are relevant to the topic, the vast majority of results considered
novice teachers. Three results led to studies which considered induction to a specific instructional
tool or model for teachers, not exclusive of experienced educators. However, the authors were able
to find no published peer-reviewed research articles exploring more general school onboarding for
this population published in the last ten years, despite the fact that this is a situation that teachers
and administrators face routinely. While the beginning teacher induction literature is valuable and
important research with obvious implications for onboarding teachers no matter their level of
experience, without research specifically focused on experienced teachers, it is difficult to identify
how and where the issues this body of literature point to are different for teachers who have already
experienced professional induction. This study aims to respond to that gap.

As Korte et al. (2015) suggest, the field of onboarding needs “more nuanced and empirical
studies” (p. 186). What follows is a case study approach to meeting that need. Interrogating the
particularities of onboarding for specific teachers at a specific time and place over a full academic
year allows for depth and texture as it relies not on the retrospective view at the end of the year,
but examines the experience of onboarding throughout the school year. We seek to answer the
following questions: what information do experienced onboarding teachers need? In what order
do they need that information? What are the best ways for teachers to access that information?
What barriers are there for experienced onboarding teachers to understand and make use of that
information? How do teachers feel as they go through the process of being onboarded at a new
school? What is unique to the experience of being an experienced teacher being onboarded as
opposed to the experiences of being onboarded as part of induction into the profession as a
beginning teacher? This examination can point to better questions and practices for onboarding
teachers as a full process and not simply an end result.
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CONTEXT

Mary Bethune Elementary School (pseudonym) is a small K-6 charter school in the
Intermountain West. The school operates in partnership with a mid-size research university with a
nationally recognized college of education. The school serves a unique purpose as a laboratory
school, enabling consistent collaboration in teacher training and research on best practices in
education. As outlined in the charter, the school is also committed to constructivist practices,
outdoor experiential education, and arts integration. As a matter of policy, teachers within the
school develop curriculum, rather than relying on purchased curriculum programs to scope and
sequence their instruction. The school consistently measures among the top performing elementary
schools in the state on standardized tests and has high levels of parent participation. The work of
teachers at this school is not unlike that of teachers at most schools, but taken together, these factors
mean that teachers at this school have an unusually demanding constellation of responsibilities.
Such pressures make it a particularly interesting place to consider the flow of information required
for onboarding.

PARTICIPANTS

First author is a faculty member at the partner university, whose teaching and research
work focuses on teacher education. When, in the spring of 2021, Mary Bethune Elementary School
found itself in the unusual position of having four teaching positions to hire for, she considered it
an ideal time and place to examine onboarding of experienced teachers. All four newly hired
teachers agreed to join the research study, first as participants and later as Second Author, Third
Author, Fourth Author, and Fifth Author. Each of these teachers had taught successfully at other
schools in other places before being hired at Mary Bethune; indeed, it was one of the required
qualifications for the job. As such, they have all been ‘on-boarded’ before and did not have to
navigate the demands of joining the profession as a first-year teacher. This allowed the focus of
the study to be narrowly attentive to the experience of onboarding without the additional layer of
induction. The teachers range in years of experience prior to hire from three to twelve years. Their
previous teaching roles were across elementary grade levels and in schools with different
philosophies, geographies, and structures. At Mary Bethune, teachers report to an assistant
principal (Sixth Author) and a principal (Seventh Author). Participant demographics are reported
in Table 1.

Table 1
Participant Demographics
Participants Terminal Degree Years of Experience

Teacher 1 Ph.D. 7 years as a classroom teacher
Teacher 2 Bachelors 3 years as a classroom teacher
Teacher 3 Bachelors 5 years as a classroom teacher
Teacher 4 Masters 13 years as a classroom teacher
Assistant Principal Ph.D. 9 years as an administrator
Principal Masters 8 years as an administrator

METHODS
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Following IRB approval and informed consent, this study took place over the course of one
academic year, allowing for the capture of the “dynamic and adaptive phenomenon” (Solinger et
al., 2013, p. 1640-1641) of onboarding, rather than a retrospective or isolated observation. During
that academic year, the first author interviewed the teachers and observed in their classrooms, in
total completing five observations and twenty-two interviews with teachers. Observations were
primarily used as a way to alert the first author to the kinds of information and concerns that the
teachers were managing in their classrooms, allowing the initial interview questions to reference
actual happenings in the classroom. For example, on one occasion during observation, the
classroom teacher explained to the class that the school counselor would be visiting later in the
day to teach some social and emotional skills. At the next interview, first author asked the teacher
about how that coordination happened; did the counselor request time in the classroom or did the
classroom teacher initiate that plan? Were there continuing expectations for the counselor to teach
in the classroom, and, if so, how and by whom where those expectations determined and
communicated? The interviews were semi-structured (Adams, 2015), meaning there were a set of
questions the researcher was prepared to ask, yet the researcher allowed the interviewee to direct
the conversation toward other relevant topics. Each interview began with first author asking about
what happened in the classroom during the week, what new information about the school culture,
job expectations, and/or collaborative work had come to light. Interviews were done primarily over
phone and were audio recorded so they could be coded in various rounds of analysis.

DATA ANALYSIS

Using constant comparative analysis (Glaser, 1965; Fram, S. M., 2013), first author coded
transcripts from the interviews and notes from observations, using later interviews as opportunities
to both gather new information and to do member checks on the emerging themes. Following the
work of Brear (2019), teacher participants were involved in a dialogic member checking model,
recursively engaging with emerging themes throughout the study. As the study progressed, it
became clear that the perspectives of the administrators could prove valuable, and first author
interviewed each of them in the last quarter of the academic year. Finally, as drafting of the article
commenced, each author read, commented upon, and contributed to the revision of the report,
reflecting on both their own contributions and the conclusions of the study. In this way, member
checking contributed to the validity of the analysis and undermines the potential transactionality
of educational research through recurring dialogue with participants.

FINDINGS

The initial research questions that drove this study centered on the logistics of information
flow: what do onboarding teachers need to know, from whom, in what order, and how best can
that information be communicated? These seemed like straightforward questions that when
answered could lead to a blueprint of sorts to guide administrators through onboarding. However,
as the study progressed, it became clear that there was not one river of information that could be
banked and harnessed for expediency, but multiple streams of information that, while eventually
feeding one body of water (the teacher’s body of knowledge), intersected and diverted based on
immediate need and varying priority. Onboarding teachers need to know school-wide information
(which may be mandated at the state or district level), grade-level information, classroom, family,
and individual child-specific information. Additionally, that information is not all of one kind;
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some of it is logistical, some cultural or philosophical. The sources of such information are diffuse
and sometimes contradictory and the time pressures on that information are variable. When asked
about information received, its source and timing, while some coherence emerged, there was far
more difference in received knowledge than similarity across the teachers, despite their shared
position in the onboarding process. Ultimately, analysis revealed five themes from the data that
were important in regard to ways the experienced onboarding teachers used and interacted with
information transfer in the school: (a) mentorship and mentorship selection from various sources,
(b) perceived and received support from administrators, (¢) communication, (d) clarity of
expectations, and (e) expediency. Table 2 provides a summary of the findings.

MENTORSHIP

From the beginning, teachers had access to multiple resources for information in the form
of both delineated responsibility (e.g., the Director of Experiential Learning assisted the new
teachers as they planned field experiences) and collegial support (e.g., offers of information and
solidarity from colleagues across the school). In addition, each new teacher was assigned a mentor
teacher in the building as part of the onboarding process. This use of mentor teachers as a primary
resource of onboarding information for new members of a teaching faculty is widespread with well
documented positive outcomes (McNulty & Fox, 2010; Reitman & Karge, 2019; Vierstraete, 2005;
LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). Authors Six and Seven determined to assign each of the new
teachers’ mentors and thoughtfully deliberated on who should be partnered:

We considered things like do they have an established relationship already with a
member of our staff? Some of them do. [One teacher] student taught here. [Another
teacher] worked with sixth grade for a year or two. So, there were some pre-
established relationships that we wanted to take advantage of. At the same time, we
wanted to provide new relationships on top of pre-existing relationships, so we took
that into account. With third grade, we assigned [the] previous third grade teacher
and [those onboarding teachers] hadn’t taught third grade before, so in terms of
what is it like to teach third grade? We thought that would be a real advantage to
them. We thought about personality matches. Would they be comfortable with this
person?

Despite the fact that they were given no additional time or money to carry out the added
responsibility, each assigned mentor expressed enthusiasm and willingness to serve in the role and
provided useful information to their mentee early on. Such investment is critical to the success of
mentoring programs (Cochran & Resse, 2007; Hellsten et al., 2009; Lambeth & Lashley, 2012).
Further, each mentor was a well-qualified teacher, with consistent evidence of success; qualities
that are also necessary for effective mentorship (Carver, 2004). However, as the year progressed,
it became clear that every one of the new teachers had shifted their requests for information from
the assigned mentor to other knowledgeable coworkers within the building. In some cases this was
the result of having found which source of information was most proximate to a particular topic.
For example, the school has a tradition of paralleling the Olympic Games with learning activities
and competitions in each classroom. The media specialist of the school coordinates these events
and became the contact teachers turned to regarding their students’ participation.

Other considerations came into play as well. When considering why each teacher
eventually landed on different colleagues as their primary source of information, those decisions
were affected by multiple factors, including scheduling, personality fit, educational philosophy fit,
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and past experiences with colleagues. For example, one of the onboarding teachers performed a
mentor shift because their personal planning time and schedule did not align to their assigned
mentor, but mentor but did align to another veteran teacher in the school. That teacher did most of
their planning early in the morning, and morning and found that only one other teacher—not their
assigned mentor — was also in the building to ask questions to. Over time, these two teachers found
much in common in terms of philosophy, energy, and focus, and an unofficial mentor teacher role
was assumed. In another case, the onboarding teacher had so much shared need for information
with the only other grade-level teacher for their grade and close physical proximity between their
classrooms that it just made sense to turn to that teacher for information rather than going to a
different floor of the building and seeking out their assigned mentor teacher who didn’t always
know the grade-specific information. In other cases, onboarding teachers worried about stepping
on the toes of mentor teachers who had previously occupied their position or because they had
mutual friends with another teacher, the formation of a relationship felt more natural. The value of
assigned mentor teachers appears to have been negligible in this study. In addition to the specifics
of these issues, this may be the result of the practice of assigning mentor teachers being new and
largely undefined at the school. However, whether because this isn’t a practice that the majority
of the returning teachers to the school experienced themselves, the small size of the school, or the
culture of the school, onboarding teachers found ready sources of information beyond their
assigned mentors, enabling them to access the information and support they needed with relatively
little friction.

Despite this seeming solution, multiple participants recognized that this unofficial
mentorship was happening with no substantive compensation to the teachers. A limitation of this
study is the absence of the voices of both the official and unofficial mentor teachers in the data.
While we each have experienced the benefits of mentoring others on our own practice and hope
such benefits accrued to these unofficial mentors, we had shared awareness of the potential for
some system of formalizing pay, time, or even recognition accruing value to the work that was
happening regardless of appointment.

SUPPORT

The impact of administrator support on teacher satisfaction and continuation is well
documented (Redding, et al., 2019; Boyd et al., 2011). There is also evidence of a link between
perceived support and teacher efficacy (Ensign et al., 2019). Without exception, each onboarding
teacher reported feeling supported as they acclimated to this new school and their role within it.
Each teacher described this support from the point of their hire throughout the academic year as
clear and consistent. There were various ways support was felt across all four onboarding teachers.
Each teacher expressed the feeling of being trusted as a professional capable of making
autonomous decisions for their classroom as evidence of that support (see Ferguson & Johnson,
2010 for the relationship between such inclusion and retention). Teachers identified the
communication of that support through written messages — with one teacher identifying text
messages and written notes from administrators and other teachers — and another teacher
identifying the value of face-to-face interactions:

I think they did quite a great job of making me feel very supported. Like, ‘anything
you need, we’re here for you.” [The principal] has come and met with me and
[another onboarding teacher] a few times to just say, ‘Where are you at? What do
you need? Talk to me about what’s going on.” So I felt that support and he also did
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such a great job of making us feel like he has confidence in us and that he’s not
there to judge us, just to support.

They also cited ready access to resources they needed for their students.

I met with [another faculty member] right after I got hired and she had a huge list
of supplies that we could choose from and then we just kind of said how much of
each thing we wanted, which was like completely foreign to me because where the
school I came from we would be given a really tight budget and then we had to go
to Walmart and buy all the supplies ourselves and hope that we were within that
budget and then when that budget was gone buying supplies for the kids at the
beginning of the year, then that was it for the rest of the year. I spent so much of
my own personal money on stuff, so this was super new to me that we could like
just fill out a paper of how many notebooks and pencils and pencil boxes and all
that kind of thing that we wanted and then later on in the summer there were boxes
of all of those supplies on my back table. It was magical!

Interestingly, both administrators reported providing support and a desire for the
onboarding teachers to feel supported, however, the ways in which they identified providing
support were different both from the ways the teachers reported receiving it and from one another’s
reports. The Assistant Principal identified providing support through monthly scheduled check in
meetings with teachers as well as informal discussions:

I just think we try to be present and be at their PLC meetings when we can, so we
can support them that way. I know with third grade it’s convenient that they’re
across the hall, so I’ll hear them talking, and be like, ‘oh, I wish we had,” and then
I’1l be like, ‘Hey! Look what I found!” ‘Oh, how did you know?’ “Well, I can hear
you.’

This kind of presence and ready willingness to engage was central to support in this
reflection. While the Principal cited pay structures as a form of support:

I wanted to show them support in the salaries we offered them — convey to them
that we acknowledge everything you can bring to this team, we want to be
competitive with local districts, etc. [. . .] Just so they feel they are stepping into a
place that will respect them and what they will bring to the table.

Undoubtedly, compensation packages formed the basis of support on which all the other
instances of support rested, but perhaps because the work of the principal in securing competitive
compensation was outside the view of teachers, they didn’t articulate it as evidence of support.

The amalgamation of these types of supports appears to have created a habitat for thriving
for onboarding teachers, despite the pressures of onboarding and the complications of COVID in
their first year at the school. Importantly, teachers expressed more willingness to reach out for
support as the school year progressed. In the beginning, some teachers expressed concern about
projecting competence and held back in requesting support.
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I just wasn’t sure. I don’t know. It was kind of a hard balance to find. I don’t know.
I didn’t want to seem like an incompetent teacher and be like, ‘I have three kids
that I feel like should be referred to more intensive interventions, but I don’t, where
I’'m trying, I feel like I have to prove myself, I guess. And it took me some time and
some humility and also other people coming in and observing and saying like, ‘Yes.
This is a major issue that should be addressed,” you know?

The difficulty of accessing needed support while establishing ethos was enabled by the consistency
of offers of both support and validation of the good work teachers were already doing.

COMMUNICATION

Sometimes onboarding teachers sought out information because they anticipated a need for
it. At other times they became aware they needed information only after a situation in which the
information was pertinent had passed. This was the case with events from mid-year testing to
school celebrations:

Sometimes I feel with some of the traditions here it kind of happens that way where
they’ll tell the students and it’s like, ‘oh!” And my students will mention it to me
and it’s like wait, what?! And I’m like ‘oh, okay.” And then I’'ll go ask someone
and they’ll fill me in on the details of it.

Finally, there were many times when other faculty members or administrators anticipated
that onboarding teachers would need specific pieces of information and offered it.

While this seems the preferable model of communication, and indeed, was the impetus for
this study, it became clear as the year progressed that such anticipation required proximity to be
manageable. Because the volume of information flow these teachers were managing was so high,
they were able to hold on to and recall information they had been given best when it was received
either in response to a specific event or need or just before such an event or need arose. Teachers
repeatedly recalled ‘maybe hearing something about that” during the initial faculty training of the
year or in an email, but unless that information was presented again when the teacher was prepared
to act on it, it was simply drowned out by the information that was presently actionable or that
resonated with past experience.

Onboarding teachers identified multiple sources from which they received information
about the school: emails, trainings, faculty meetings, conversations with colleagues, school
assemblies, messaging from the Parent Teacher Association and from families of students. At
times, these sources pointed to consistent understandings. At other times, the messages were
conflictual.

CLARITY OF EXPECTATIONS

When teachers received conflicting messages about expectations for successfully carrying
out their role at the school, they most often assumed there wasn’t an expectation — that these
decisions were up to the purview of individual teachers. Sometimes this resulted in frustration
because a teacher believed that a consistent expectation across the school on a particular issue
would be for the good of the school and their own satisfaction (see Caprara, et al., 2003). This was
the case on diverse issues — from homework expectations to student behavior in hallways to teacher
responsibility on the playground. At other times, teachers expressed appreciation for the trust to
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make professional decisions in their classroom without direct oversight on particular issues. In
both cases, teachers were left to do interpretation work when the ideas communicated were

inconsistent with one another.

Table 2
Summary of Findings
Theme Description Example

Mentorship ~ Onboarding teachers were assigned mentor @ An onboarding teacher mentor
teachers, yet gradually transitioned to other shifted to a colleague who worked
mentors around the school that matched across the hall due to proximity.
their teacher needs. e Onboarding teachers sought out the

domain specific expertise of many
different faculty and were met with
willing support across the school.

Support Onboarding teachers received direct and e An onboarding teacher is not aware
indirect support from administrators. that salary was a hard-won battle of
However, the administrator’s delivery of support by administrator.
support did not always match the receptivity e An onboarding teacher identifies
of the onboarding teacher. autonomy to make decisions as

support.

-Dialogue Onboarding teachers had many lines of e An onboarding teacher may be able
communication. They tended to use direct to find detailed communication in a
communication that related to immediate school handbook, yet directly ask
issues and situations that arose in the the principal or colleague to get the
school. answers.

e Information provided to onboarding
teachers was not always timely.

Clarity of Onboarding teachers navigated the balance ~ ® An onboarding teacher is unsure of

Expectation  between teacher autonomy and top-down the responsibility of themselves, as
delivery of expectations. Uncertainty well as other teachers, when they
between these two led to some teacher monitor children on the playground.
insecurity whether or not they were e When faced with conflicting
performing their duties correctly. messages about school culture and

expectations, onboarding teachers
chose to adhere to the messages that
aligned with their past experiences
at other schools.

Expediency Immediate needs took precedence over e An onboarding teacher unsure of

deeper and broader needs for shared culture
and understanding.

what the school administration
expects with regard to constructivist
methods of assessment focuses
instead on meeting the daily needs
of the students.
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Onboarding teachers brought with them past experiences with school culture and teacher
expectations. The understandings that these teachers had established in previous teaching positions
influenced not only their perspective on un-stated expectations, but their interpretation of
expectations that were articulated. For example, all the teachers identified that using constructivist
methods of instruction was an expectation of which they were aware. However, the teacher who
heard that message the most forcefully was a teacher who had a deep history of both study and
practice in constructivism.

I very much feel grateful as a teacher here that there is no pressure — there's no
pressure — from any administrator at this school (from what I’ve seen) to sit kids
down behind a book, have them working through lessons in some basal series or
whatever and say that that’s good education. More so, every time I do something
that’s rich in a constructivist philosophy where students are really engaging with
topics with more open-ended questions and inquiry and then coming away with —
if you want to say — more constructed knowledge, those are the types of things that
I do that T get a lot of positive feedback from, both anecdotally and even just
interest. You know, popping in like, “What?! This is the coolest thing you are doing.
What is that? We should tell people about that.” So, it’s clear what that space of
work got. And why I feel like that theory is embedded throughout the school with
their expectations.

This teacher had previously taught in a school with a similar emphasis and done graduate
work which explored the theoretical framework of those practices. This teacher interpreted the
verbal commendation which administrators offered for constructivist lessons they taught as clear
messaging of expectations. According to administrators, that was an accurate interpretation; the
primary way the expectation for constructivism was communicated was through validation of its
use. However, for some of the other onboarding teachers who had far less experience with
constructivism in practice or theory, compliments about a particular lesson were appreciated, but
not clear messaging about constructivism. They didn’t have the background to identify the pattern
of validation’s relationship to the use of constructivism in their classroom.

The same sort of phenomenon played out regarding school expectations for homework.
One onboarding teacher couldn’t identify any clear messaging about the type or amount of
homework expected:

I don’t feel like anything [about homework] was really communicated to me
explicitly. I’ve just always had the philosophy from going through the [teacher
training program at the university associated with the school] since that’s where I
got my degree and just assuming that [the school] followed suit, that homework
isn’t, it’s not recommended, but it’s not not recommended. I know the fifth-grade
teachers send homework home with the kids. But I'm just always of the opinion
where, I don’t know, I feel like sending homework home is just kind of a catch 22,
where it’s like well, they’re either going to be able to do it at home or, if they can’t,
then their parents are going to help them, which is great, but then I don’t want
parents to be frustrated if they don’t understand the way we’re solving the math
problem or whatever, so I just don’t want it to be an extra battle or a ‘did the child

Educational Research: Theory & Practice, Volume 34, Issue 3, ISSN 2637-8965 126



E. Mecham, J. Kozlowski, F. Messervy, C. Player, J. Lopez, L. Reina & N. Justis

do this or did the parent do this? I can’t really tell.” So I’'m more of the opinion just
read for 20 to 30 minutes at night and we’ll call that good.

Another onboarding teacher came to very different conclusions about homework at the
school, citing what they had done at their previous school and the example of another grade level
team at Mary Bethune, and their own philosophy of “I’ve always believed in homework and I’ve
always thought that was something that helps kids prepare for being able to transfer school, not
just in a classroom, but in the outside world as well.” Using their own past experiences and
preferences as a guide to interpreting conflicting messages or silences about expectations meant
that teachers came to different conclusions.

The impact of past experiences appears to also have affected the conclusions of
administrators. While the assistant principal had a long tenure at the school, serving in this role in
collaboration with a previous principal, the current principal was relatively new to the school.
When asked about expectations across a variety of domains, the assistant principal was far more
likely, drawing on this reservoir of experience, to have clear policy answers than the principal,
who leaned much further in the direction of leaving decisions up to teacher discretion. This means
that the answer to the question, ‘what is the expectation about . . .” was dependent not only on the
background and preferences of the onboarding teacher, but also the background and preferences
of their source of information.

EXPEDIENCY

One clear similarity of experience between the onboarding teachers was the ways in which time
pressures (whether in the form of state testing deadlines or the arrival of student teachers) brought
logistical concerns to the forefront. As one teacher said, “If I brought all these questions to the
right person at the right time, I could probably get answers.” The trouble this teacher identified
was not only knowing what they needed to know and from whom at what time, but that there were
so many other things happening, they didn’t have the bandwidth to seek information beyond the
need of that moment. Teachers make countless decisions every day, responding to long term and
immediate needs for many people simultaneously. While each of the onboarding teachers
expressed that the unique culture of the school was a prominent draw for them in accepting a
position at the school, time spent musing on and absorbing that culture was most often at the mercy
of getting through each day.

CONCLUSIONS

This study is both enhanced by its particularities and limited by them. Further investigation
of onboarding of experienced teachers at new schools would help to identify the generalizable
findings of this study. However, this study does effectively point to which spaces of inquiry further
investigations might fruitfully explore.

While assigned mentor teachers in this study had very little impact, that doesn’t suggest
they couldn’t have or that the practice should be eliminated. However, it does raise some questions
about how best to create value from that role. Assigning mentor teachers has limitations (Colognesi
et al., 2020). As Author Six suggested, “You can’t really choose who people connect with.” Based
on the outcomes represented in this study, even with thoughtful deliberation, identifying best
matches is very hard. There is complexity in allowing for mentor teachers to be found rather than
assigned. Such a system can leave a gap between the hiring and the opportunity to form
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relationships when onboarding teachers have no ready source of information. There is potential
for onboarding teachers to choose mentors who administrators don’t want spreading ideas,
practices, or attitudes that are at odds with administrator expectations. There are also possibilities
for an uneven spread of the work of mentoring; some teachers will be unwilling or unskilled
mentors, while others may be sought out by everyone because of their skill and willingness. While
there are no easy solutions to these concerns, it is apparent that assigning mentors has its own gaps,
which will persist in the absence of innovation.

The different foci of responses about support likely reflect both role and personality
differences, but it may be instructive for teachers and administrators to be aware of the ways in
which one another perceive evidence of support. Administrators who have worked hard behind the
scenes to secure competitive salaries for onboarding teachers may not be aware that such work
was invisible to newly on-boarded teachers, who may be looking for support through classroom
budget allowances to build a classroom library or the autonomy to determine their own pacing of
instruction.

School administrators had begun work on a handbook to centralize information about
school policies and expectations previous to the Covid pandemic. That work was interrupted, but
is still a planned document. Clearly this would be a valuable resource for onboarding teachers.
However, it became clear throughout the year that information is best received when it is repeated
across multiple sources. The handbook could be one site, but for best effect, the information should
also be communicated in trainings, faculty meetings, emails, and conversations with colleagues.
Such saturation would be more likely to result in clarity and more likely to reach teachers when
they are in a position to act on that information.

A central tension of the findings is the difficult balance between clearly articulated and
uniformly shared expectations.

I love being able to do what I feel is best for kids, which I understand is different
than other teachers. But at the same time, I do feel like there does need to be some
things that are aligned because I think that is what’s best for kids — that they could
know their [next] grade teacher will use similar language with them about various
topics.

The choices teachers get to make are decidedly differently across schools. Some
administrators communicate firm school-wide expectations about each element of the school
structure and teacher responsibilities, while other administrators leave the bulk of decision making
to individual teachers in their spaces. Each approach has its advantages. Clarity of expectation
provides continuity across the school, buffering the potential for resentment arising from
differences of expectation and granting a feeling of security for teachers — especially onboarding
teachers — that they know how success is defined in their space. It reduces the cognitive load of
decision making and generates shared culture. However, it can also be felt as stifling, limiting the
creative and professional work and identity of teachers, and making rigid what could be flexible
in light of individual need and changing context. Further, when the school-wide expectations are
rooted in a philosophical framework that is not shared by all members of the school community,
those expectations can be the source of ongoing friction. As the data in this study point to, it
behooves school communities and administrators to critically consider what the shared
expectations of a school are, to map those as they change across personnel and context changes,
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and to communicate those expectations — whether they are many or few — consistently and in
multiple ways to all members of the school community.

Finally, school leaders must be alert to the tendency for communication about school
culture to take a back seat to the logistical demands of any given school week. Because the
pressures of immediate need in a school are constant and intense, they can become the focus of
communication. Leaders who are committed to establishing a unified school culture must be
intentional about communicating the shared cultural norms (or the hoped for shared cultural
norms) to all staff, but especially to those who are onboarding.

Because experienced teachers bring skills and knowledge domains with them to new school
settings, it may seem that they need onboarding only for the most basic of school specific
information. However, while these teachers don’t need the kind of information that onboarding
efforts for teachers new to the field may need (classroom management strategies, how to make
differentiation decisions, etc.), they do need purposeful, clear, and consistent information. Without
it, they will rely on their previous experiences in different settings and other school cultures. This
can create uncertainty and inconsistency.
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