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Chapter One: Introduction

Education Reform and Teach For America

The status of public education in America is a highly contended and volatile issue especially in such a dire economic environment in which voters want to know how every penny of their tax dollars are being spent. It is no secret that the academic performance of American students is not extraordinarily high when compared to that of students worldwide. In a February 16, 2012 appearance on The Daily Show, Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan stated, “We’re sixteenth in the world today in college graduates. A generation ago we were first. It isn’t that we’ve dropped. We’ve flat-lined and fifteen other countries have passed us by. We have to educate our way to a better economy” (The Daily Show). According to the 2009 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), which tests fifteen year olds across the globe, a total of forty countries scored higher than the U.S. in mathematics literacy, while in science literacy, the U.S. fell behind thirty nations (“Highlights” iv). In an effort to improve the dismal state of public education in the U.S., federal spending on education has, unsurprisingly, increased. According to The Washington Post, during the 2012 fiscal year, federal spending on education increased to $77 billion— an 11% increase from the previous year (Anderson). With an increase in federal spending coupled with an enormous unemployment rate and more Americans going into debt than ever before, the pressure on teachers to lead students to produce higher test scores has never been higher. The stakes for the up-and-coming generations to succeed are high, as the task of digging the country out of its economic hole will be left to them. 

With the country’s future at stake, the pressure on the education reform is unprecedented. Thus, recruiting highly effective teachers has become a top priority that is not just on the minds of educators or politicians, but on the minds of the general public as well. Public anger toward the economy is evident in the number of grassroots movements that emerged between 2009 and 2011, including the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street Movements. Public outcry against Washington spending is at an all-time high—from both the left and right—and public education has gotten caught in the cross-fires because of its ties to so many contentious political issues, including federal spending, public employee salaries and benefits, and public sector union bargaining power, to name a few. In the midst of such a volatile political atmosphere and failing schools across the country, an organization with aims to provide all children in America with an excellent education, and with a gifted marketing/public relations team, has assumed the spotlight. 
This organization, known as Teach For America (TFA), is not new by any means, and has been sending graduates from the nation’s top universities to teach in the lowest performing schools in the nation’s most impoverished communities since 1990. Yet, because so much attention has turned to how public education and the economy can be improved, Teach For America has become a hot topic in conversations about educational reform and government spending. A December 2011 Washington Post article goes so far as to state that, “The history of TFA reveals the ironies of contemporary education reform. In its mission to deliver justice to underprivileged children, TFA and the liberal education reform movement have advanced an agenda that advances conservative attempts to undercut teachers’ unions” (Hartman). Opinions of TFA range from gratitude and whole-hearted support to scathing criticism and vicious condemnations of the organization and its impact on educational reform, the infrastructure of individual school systems/districts, tenured teachers, and, most importantly, the students themselves.
Teach For America’s Teacher Recruitment  
The majority of teachers in American public schools belong to the Baby Boomer generation, and with many of them nearing retirement, teacher recruitment and retention is becoming a pressing issue. In a post-No Child Left Behind America that is struggling to recover from an economic recession, there simply aren’t enough resources to expend on the recruitment of gifted and passionate new teachers. In the realm of education, this task has inadvertently fallen upon Teach For America because of its stellar recruitment abilities. Each year TFA inspires thousands of the most promising graduates from the country’s top colleges and universities to endure a lengthy application process in hopes of teaching in some of the poorest and most struggling public schools in the nation. Teach For America began as an undergraduate thesis project for Princeton senior Wendy Kopp in 1989. Modeled after the Peace Corps, Teach America as it was originally named, was conceived as a service organization that would recruit the nation’s top college graduates into a teaching corps in an effort to bring some of the passion, resourcefulness, and ingenuity of the many young people like those Kopp attended Princeton with, whose post-graduation plans consisted of prestigious internships with law firms and on Wall Street. Kopp proposed that if a teaching corps could build up the same air of prestige that the internships on Wall Street had, it would attract many of these hardworking ingénues to the field of education, and could use their talents toward the goal of narrowing the achievement gap between poor students and their middle and upper class counterparts. In her 2001 memoir she writes, 


I had a sudden idea: Why didn’t this country have a national teacher corps of top recent college graduates who would commit two years to teach in urban and rural public schools? A teacher corps would provide another option to the two-year corporate training programs and grad schools. It would speak to all of us college seniors who were searching for something meaningful to do with our lives. We would jump at the chance to be part of something that brought thousands of our peers together to address the inequities in pour country and to assume immediate and full responsibility for the education of a class of students. (Kopp 6)

Several months after proposing this idea to her thesis committee at Princeton, Kopp began putting the plan into action—securing loans and grants to initially fund the project and recruiting friends from Princeton for her staff by the summer of 1989. So, with $26,000, a donated New York office on Forty-Fourth and Madison, and a staff of four other new college grads, Kopp began defining the mission of Teach For America, which builds on Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have A Dream” speech, and also frames Kopp’s 2001 memoir: “One day, all children in this nation will have the opportunity to attain an excellent education” (Book Cover). 
TFA’s mission is quite simple: to ensure that one day all children will have access to an excellent education, regardless of their family’s income. The varied and complex factors that contribute to educational inequity in the U.S. are not acknowledged in this mission statement, which could be attributed to the huge scale of Kopp’s vision and her ‘no room for failure’ attitude. Twenty-one years after its initial conception, Teach For America attracted nearly 48,000 applicants, of which only 4,500 were accepted into the 2010 Corps (Morton). With its emphasis on results and providing the support to prove these results, Teach For America quantifies everything that is quantifiable. Each year’s round of corps member applications is no exception. The TFA website states:

Since 1990, nearly 33,000 leaders have joined Teach For America to help move us closer to that vision. As corps members and alumni, they have reached more than 3 million students across 43 urban and rural communities, founded dozens of high-performing schools, boldly led school districts and charter management organizations, and helped pass groundbreaking education legislation. In the 2011-12 school year, more than 9,000 corps members will teach 600,000 students while nearly 24,000 alumni will continue to deepen their impact as educational leaders and advocates. [. . .] In 2011, our organization was named one of Fortune magazine’s 100 Best Companies to Work For. (“Our Organization”)

In addition to bringing in tens of thousands of applications each year, TFA has also perfected the art of attracting candidates from the nation’s top schools. TFA’s website provides a breakdown of the 2011 applicant pool: boasting that 5% of the senior classes at 130 universities applied to TFA. Of the senior class at Spellman College, 27% applied to TFA, while Harvard contributed 18% of its senior class to the TFA applicant pool; according to these same 2011 TFA statistics, 16% of Duke seniors, 14% of Morehouse seniors, 9% of University of Virginia seniors, and 8% of University of Michigan at Ann Arbor seniors all applied to Teach For America, sending a very clear message that TFA has become the institution Wendy Kopp originally envisioned: an elite teaching corps that recruits scores of America’s brightest young people to the field of teaching. All of these statistics send a clear message about Teach For America’s status as one of the most highly respected and prestigious service organizations in the country—proving just how far TFA has come in the twenty years since it was first launched. 

The Politicization of Teach For America

Because TFA has become one of the most influential forces in education reform, there is no shortage of critics of the organization, which range from celebrities to educational reform activists, to ordinary teachers. One notorious celebrity critic of TFA is Matt Damon, whose mother, Nancy Carlsson-Paige, Ed.D., wrote in a letter to the President of the National Education Association (NEA), upon learning she and Damon had been nominated for the Friend of Education Award:

Recently, I read the opinion piece you wrote with Wendy Kopp in USA Today and was upset and confused by your collaboration with Teach for America. I am a life long teacher educator. I believe that one of the first things we must do to improve our nation’s schools is to extend, strengthen, and support teacher preparation. I am very familiar with TFA and believe that its short-term, minimal training of teachers undermines teacher quality and harms children who too often get an inadequate education with its teachers. (qtd. in Phillips)

The extent of Carlsson-Paige’s animosity toward TFA is so great that, in her view, for NEA’s President even being affiliated with Wendy Kopp represents a betrayal of teachers’ and students’ best interests. Another very vocal opponent of TFA, who is a kind of celebrity within the education reform community, acting as Assistant Secretary of Education in the early 1990s, authoring nearly a dozen books, and holding a professorship in New York University’s College of Education, is Diane Ravitch. Ravitch is one of the most vocal opponents of the amount of leverage Teach For America has gained in the realm of educational reform policy (“Diane Ravitch”). In a 2011 Washington Post article entitled, “The Problem with Teach For America,” Ravitch argues that:

Perhaps unintentionally, TFA's success has stifled any national discussion about how to build a profession of well-educated, well-prepared, experienced educators who view teaching as a career rather than an experience. The alums of TFA are now taking their places in Congress, state legislatures, Wall Street, and the other corridors of power in public and private sectors. Will they recognize the need for a genuine national solution, modeled on the progress made in other nations, or will they simply continue to expand TFA's belief in the virtue of a revolving door of bright young people? The future of the teaching profession hinges on the answer to that question. 
Here, Ravitch emphasizes the danger that the country faces if TFA continues to have the same degree of political clout it has steadily gained in the twenty years since its inception. She believes that TFA is so good at marketing itself and that so many people have bought into it as a solution to the problems with public education in America, that there is no room for a dialogue to explore alternatives besides TFA that could bolster student achievement and improve the educational opportunities for all children in the U.S., but don’t follow TFA’s recruiting or training methods. 
While most teachers do not have the wide audience that Ravitch and Carlsson-Paige have, the blogosphere provides an avenue for their views on the influence of TFA on public education. One of these teacher-bloggers is James Boutin, who writes in his blog, “An Urban Teacher’s Education,”
I’d argue that the narrative being spun (by the media, organizations like TFA and KIPP [Knowledge is Power Program], and Hollywood) certainly serves a purpose, but it’s not improving education. I’d also argue that it’s destructive. If we, as a country, allow ourselves to buy into this delusion, we will continue to make ill-informed decisions about ways to improve quality education for all children.
Here, Boutin articulates just what this debate is about—if voters, politicians, and the Department of Education get swept up in this inspirational, yet largely fictional and oversimplified narrative, allowing an ideal of what great teaching looks like to influence policy, then they run the risk of potentially destroying the futures of those who are most affected by these policies—children. 

Because participants in the dialogue about what should be done to improve the quality of public education in America are speaking on behalf of those who do not have a say in the matter—the children themselves—the nature of these exchanges is extremely emotional, as teachers, politicians, reform activists, and parents weigh in on what measures should be taken to give all children access to a world-class education. With emotions running so high over this issue, and perhaps because of the American tendency to fall back on a two-party system, the conversation about Teach For America has been reduced to two main camps: supporters and opponents of TFA’s approach toward reforming public education. The dialogue has become less about what is truly best for kids in school, and more about which side is right. The voices that could contribute valuable insight about what is or is not working in classrooms across the country are largely silenced because there is little room in the public conversation for views that are more complex than fitting into either the ‘pro’ or ‘con’ side of the Teach For America debate. Teach For America teachers are pressured by the way this conversation is set up—as a debate with two opposing sides—to either laud the program or lambaste it, leaving little room for genuine discussion about what actions would best serve children in school. Therefore, the real problem this thesis seeks to address is a need for destabilizing the oppositional structure of the dialogue on educational reform, and specifically, the benefits and shortcomings of Teach For America’s impact in the classrooms and communities within the forty-three regions where the organization places TFA teachers. 
Purpose 

In this study I will identify and analyze trends in the attitudes and concerns voiced in the blog entries on twenty Teach For America teachers.
Research Questions/Hypotheses

I first heard about Teach For America during my senior year of college, but didn’t apply until two years later in my second year of graduate school. Throughout the application process I read the blog posts of current Teach For America teachers on the TFA affiliate site Teach For Us, hoping to gain a sense of what the organization was looking for in potential “corps members” and a more accurate portrait of what life as a Teach For America teacher was really like, as I suspected the testimonials on teachforamerica.org were not as candid or wide-ranging as personal blogs would be. These blogs were a tremendous resource, especially after I was accepted as a 2012 Teach For America corps member in November 2011. The dozens of blogs I read, the majority of which were published in the fall of 2010 and the winter of 2011, encapsulated the same excitement, awe, and humility I felt after discovering TFA had accepted me. In an effort to gauge what struggles I might encounter in the coming months as a TFA teacher, I followed the progression of the most frequent bloggers—witnessing how these corps members progressed as teachers throughout their Teach For America two-year journey.
These blogs have a wide appeal—beyond just teachers or TFA advocates and opponents—because they document how young people reconcile their ideals with reality. Through Teach For Us, bloggers are given a medium to document their very quick growing up process, as they pass into worlds they have never before inhabited. Many of them grapple with problems they have been fortunate enough to never have had to experience on their own—poverty and all its many features: drug abuse, sexual violence, hunger, homelessness, gang violence, and mental illness. Recognizing how easy it is to hold ideals about improving education and ending the cycle of poverty when coming from a life of relative affluence, I was curious how day to day experiences in and out of the classroom altered these corps members’ ideals, if at all. Thus, I began this project in hopes of uncovering how these new teachers’ expectations matched up with their lived experiences once they entered their own classrooms. 

Research Questions

I thought that by looking at the blogs that were consistently optimistic before the work of teaching began, I might be able to decipher the motives of these What draws these twenty-somethings to pursue Teach For America in droves? Is it merely the prestige of this organization, as many critics have touted? Is it a naïve optimism about what teaching entails, a lack of career options due to the dismal job market, or maybe just a desire for a stellar résumé addition? How do teachers with the least amount of training in the most difficult schooling atmospheres deal with the stress and pressure to help their students succeed? What goes through the minds of brand new teachers who are thrown into the most deprived schools in the nation with only a few weeks of training under their belts? Each year thousands of college seniors eagerly submit applications to the nation’s leading nonprofit organization, Teach For America, with hopes of being selected for the two-year commitment. Many have jokingly likened the theory behind TFA to providing five weeks of training to a group of clueless college grads, giving them scalpels, and then setting them loose on the ailing masses, as these fresh-faced idealists go off into the world with a desire to help others in the name of Heal For America. Diane Ravitch explains, 

In 2009, a surgeon proposed in The Wall Street Journal that medicine needed something similar to TFA, which he called ‘Heal for America.’ After a brief training period, the members of his HFA would be qualified to advise patients about diet, hygiene, and exercise; they would know how to take patients' pulse, temperature, and blood pressure; they would tell them the correct dosages of prescribed medicines. But, he warned, members of HFA should never be allowed to substitute for physicians, physicians' assistants, or registered nurses. TFA, however, does not share the doctor's understanding of the importance of deep training and experience. (“The Problem with Teach For America”)

Yet, in this thesis, I will do my best to push aside judgments about TFA as an organization, and will instead focus on the individuals who enact TFA’s mission of providing all children with an excellent education. 

With so much attention being paid to either Teach For America’s fiercest critics like Diane Ravitch, or to its strongest advocates, like founder and CEO Wendy Kopp, and former TFA corps member/Chancellor of D.C. public schools, Michelle Rhee, I am interested in providing a space for the teachers who are in classrooms at this very moment to enter into the dialogue. Those who are actually ‘teaching for America’ should have their voices inserted into the discussion. The authentic voices of TFA teachers, or corps members” should be included in conversations about Teach For America’s role in educational reform. I emphasize making room for their ‘authentic’ voices, because there are many testimonials from TFA corps members, which are used as promotional recruitment materials, and are therefore most likely more censored than blog posts that provide relative anonymity (although they are tied to the author’s TFA email address, meaning that they could be identified from within the organization, just not necessarily their readers at large. 

My interest for this project lies with the small fraction of the thousands of applicants who are accepted to teach in the poorest and ‘lowest performing’ urban and rural schools in the nearly 50 different TFA regions across America, and specifically, the few who chronicle their experiences via blogs. Teach For America’s affiliate blogging network, Teach For Us, allows readers a window into the highs and lows of going into one of the most difficult fields imaginable with passion and determination substituting for proper training for the job. Teach For Us provides answers to the questions: What inspires and motivates these young college grads to taken on such a challenge? How do they view the teaching profession and how does this view affect their teaching once they enter into a classroom? What are their main worries about teaching before they enter the classroom, and how do these concerns change once they actually begin teaching? 


In an effort to uncover what the Teach For America teachers themselves think, feel, and experience, I examine twenty-five different blogs on the Teach For Us network. While Teach For Us is an affiliate of Teach For America, it became its own independent organization in 2008. The home page on the Teach For Us site explains its purpose:

We connect Teach For America teachers and alumni with each other for support and provides a place for them to share their stories with the world. Each day we’re providing a window into classrooms across the country as seen through the eyes of real teachers… written in their own words. [. . . ] Teach For Us is the network connecting Teach For America corps members and alumni who share their stories about ensuring an excellent education for all children. 

The particular blogs I draw from for this project come from five different regions: greater New Orleans, which was one of the five original TFA regions established in 1990; Baltimore, which was established in 1992; Metro Atlanta, which was established in 2000; Memphis, which was established in 2006; and Detroit, which was established in 2010 (“Our Organization History”). I follow the development of five different blogs per city, starting from the very first posts and ending during the first year of teaching. In this project I will present my findings on the expectations, anxieties, and attitudes of the teacher bloggers before they begin teaching, and will then analyze how these attitudes about the work of teaching, their students, Teach For America, and themselves as teachers change once they begin teaching in their very own classrooms. 
Organization of the Study
I read through a significant portion of the blog posts made in the fall of 2011 in an effort to get a general sense of the concerns and attitudes of TFA bloggers. I originally intended on writing about the degree to which the blogs reveal the general naiveté of pre-service TFA teachers. One way I thought to demonstrate this research interest was to try and identify parallels between the blogs’ characterizations of teaching with Hollywood’s portrayal of teaching in the inspirational teacher genre of film marked by films such as Dead Poet’s Society, Freedom Writers, and Dangerous Minds. Using the search bar tool on the Teach For Us site, I made note of all the blogs that mentioned film titles like these or themes that these films cover such as ‘saving kids’ or ‘teacher savior.’ While there were a significant number of blogs that mentioned being inspired to teach because of watching films in this genre, I felt the sample wasn’t representative enough of the TFA corps as a whole. Thus, in order for my sample to be more random and representative of the general attitudes of TFA corps members, I somewhat randomly chose five major cities with TFA placement regions, then chose five bloggers from each region who wrote the most frequently and produced blog posts the most frequently in the last three years. Because Teach For Us was only established in 2008, the time span was not a matter of consideration when generating my sample, as all the blogs on the Teach For Us site were generated in the last four years. The blogs I chose were the most current and frequent posters. In an effort to protect the privacy of the bloggers, I do not use their blog titles or their Teach For Us usernames. Instead I identify them by the first letter of their placement region and randomly assign numbers to each blog (1-5). For example, I identify Detroit corps members as D1, D2, D3, D4, and D5; Memphis bloggers as M1, M2, etc.; Baltimore bloggers as B1, B2, etc.; Atlanta bloggers as A1, A2, etc; and New Orleans bloggers as N1, N2, etc. 

Teach For America Teacher Training


Before proceeding into the analysis of the recurring themes in my sample of Teach For Us blogs, I will first provide some background on what TFA corps members must go through before beginning their two-year teaching stints. Upon acceptance, every corps member must take and pass several exams in the content area in which they will be teaching, conduct two observations of TFA teachers in the region closest to them, and complete some preliminary work that introduces them to concepts they will learn more about once they begin their student teaching several months later. After these tasks are completed and May rolls around, corps members attend a week-long orientation to their region known as “Induction.” During induction, corps members attend interviews at their prospective schools, meet all of the TFA staff who will be providing support for them throughout their two-year commitment, and look for a place to live. After induction, corps members travel to “Institute” which is essentially teacher boot camp. As of 2012, there were a total of nine Institutes; each Institute lasts for five weeks in June and July, with each Institute serving three to six different TFA regions. Corps members experience their first times as teachers at Institute, where they endure grueling daily schedules—with most work days lasting from 6:00 A.M. to around 10:00 P.M. During this time, corps members attend workshops and classes that cram semesters’ worth of education classes into just five weeks; they do their student teaching collaboratively, with four corps members assigned to each summer school class. After Institute ends, corps members have about two weeks to prepare before school starts and they begin teaching their very own students.
Teach For America corps members are trained using a framework known as “Teaching as Leadership,” which characterizes teaching as merely an extension of leadership strategies, which are thought to be more familiar to corps members—most of whom held leadership positions in college before joining Teach For America. TFA’s website states,  

The key to success as a teacher is strong leadership. Through years of studying our corps members’ performance and student progress, we have learned that our best teachers are successful because they use the strategies used by great leaders in all circumstances.  This philosophy is the basis for the Teaching As Leadership framework, the foundation for how we train and support corps members.  Corps members are introduced to this framework at institute, and learn to master these principles throughout their two years in the classroom.
The Teaching As Leadership framework is an interesting feature of TFA training, as it imparts a very different view about teaching to TFA corps members, than what most traditional education students would be taught—boiling down what makes a good teacher to just six characteristics, which Steven Farr, the author of Teaching As Leadership (2010), found to be consistent traits among successful TFA teachers. These traits, which many of the bloggers from my sample discuss at length, include: setting big goals, investing students and their families in these goals, planning purposefully, executing effectively, continually increasing effectiveness, and working relentlessly to see these goals through. This model seems to function as a kind of ‘Cliff’s Notes’ go-to guide that TFA corps members can reference in the face of any problem that arises in the classroom. For, due to the short amount of time these corps members have to take in all the vital information that will help prepare them for managing their own classrooms, a condensed and versatile guide acts can act as a lifeline to these new teachers. 

The brevity of pre-service training at Institute is an important issue which I will further explore in my analysis of the small sample of Teach For Us blogs of 2010 and 2011 corps members. However, establishing the main controversy surrounding Teach For America’s approach to teacher training is necessary before I can begin analyzing the role pre-service training (or potential lack thereof) plays in these bloggers’ attitudes toward teaching. The brief period of time devoted to pre-service teacher training is probably the greatest criticism of Teach For America, and is an issue with which many of the bloggers in my sample struggle. While traditionally certified teachers undergo several years of coursework and student teaching, TFA teachers have only five weeks to fit in as much coursework and student teaching experience as humanly possible, oftentimes putting in fifteen-hour days, five days a week (CITE). Many critics of TFA’s training model, such as David Wakelyn, a former TFA corps member himself, point out that TFA seems to subscribe to the belief that good teachers are born, not made, which can foster unrealistic expectations in inexperienced corps members. Many corps members, like Wakelyn, take issue with TFA’s attitude toward teacher training, for as he articulates:

The TFA leadership doesn’t believe that there’s an expert body of knowledge that takes time to develop, thereby upholding the notion that great teachers are born, not made. Rather than being an ally with the forces who seek to improve teaching as a profession, it has been an antagonist. That’s a shame. A real moment—to take a stab at improving the conditions of training—has been lost here. (qtd. in Ness 37)

This overall sense of superiority that many corps members, traditionally-licensed teachers, and education professionals take away from TFA’s approach to teacher training is further clarified by Professor Cameron McCarthy, one of the first to publish on TFA’s teacher training:

Teach For America seemed to rise out of this demonstration against the establishment against the bureaucratic codes of traditional teacher training. In this idealistic arrogance, Teach For America seemed to want to hack the teacher training process down to the bare essentials, to sow the fluff in traditional credential programs. At its inception, Teach For America presented itself to practitioners as arrogant. (Ness 35-6)

This antagonistic dynamic between TFA and traditionally-trained teachers could very well manifest itself in teacher attitudes toward new TFA hires in the schools where they work, potentially causing TFA teachers to feel ostracized or even resented by colleagues (CITE); this, compounded with the difficult realities of teaching in low-income communities, a lack of training, and the mentality that good teachers are born rather than made, lead many corps members to quit teaching as soon as they fulfill their two-year commitment, and sometimes even sooner. For, these factors lead corps members to feel they simply aren’t cut out to be teachers, failing to consider that becoming a good teacher requires trial and error, and more importantly—time, which there is a real deficit of in the whirlwind speed of the Teach For America experience.

CHAPTER TWO: Review of Literature

TFA goals and justifications meshed with multiple streams of a general American social and political ideology in the 1980s. First of all, TFA drew on the idea that individual initiative and private enterprise can find solutions to the grave social issues of our time. Teach For America represented the utilitarian spirit of American enterprise, exhibiting a ‘can-do’ attitude towards social problems. The program intended to change the way in which teachers were recruited and it attacked what was seen to be the entrenched ineptness of government bureaucracy. This last point was a legacy of Reagan-era rhetoric about pulling government back from involvement in social affairs. The program also epitomized an idealism of youth that the country had not witnessed since the early days of the Kennedy era and the creation of the Peace Corps” (Popkewitz 8-9). 

Chapter THREE: Methods and procedures
CHAPTER FOUR: Findings
Reasons for Joining Teach For America as Stated in Blogs
The Teach For Us blogging network is a space for TFA corps members to document the triumphs and sorrows of their experiences in the classroom, building a virtual sense of camaraderie with those in their same position. Yet, before these TFA corps members even enter the classroom, Teach For Us is a place for many newly accepted corps members to indulge in and share their excitement about the experiences to come. Some of the most idealistic and optimistic blog entries in my selected sample were, unsurprisingly, written right after many of the bloggers were notified of their acceptance. In these early entries, many discuss what teaching and education means to them (or what teaching doesn’t mean to them, as in some cases the actual work of teaching is never mentioned, but the desire to ‘make a difference’ is discussed instead), and what they hope to accomplish in their time with TFA. Very often these corps members are reflective in these early entries: looking back on their high school and college experiences, what has led them to this point in their lives, and why they wanted to join Teach For America in the first place. 


In Lessons to Learn (2004), which compiles the shared Teach For America experiences of more than one hundred corps members whom she interviewed, Molly Ness, herself a 1999 corps member placed in Oakland, California, found that there seem to be four main reasons why soon-to-be college grads feel compelled to join TFA: a strong belief in bringing about social justice in America, a desire to provide educational opportunity to students who are ordinarily not given any, an easier pathway into teaching than entering into an education graduate program on their own, and a strong sense of idealism—to which the TFA mission appeals. Ness explains that an interest in social justice motivates many corps members to sign on with TFA: 

Though Teach For America corps members are not volunteers, there is a strong link to public service efforts in the minds of corps members. The altruistic corps member sees Teach For America as a means to being about social justice. Take, for instance, Caitlin Wittig (1997, Rio Grande Valley), who viewed Teach For America as ‘a political way to be proactive about social justice.’ (21)

In addition to this desire to be proactive in the effort to make America a more socially just society, Ness found through her research that many corps members had extremely positive or negative experiences in their own schooling and either wanted to recreate classrooms that inspired them as young students, or to provide disadvantaged students whose educational experiences mirror those they had growing up a more positive and supportive learning environment. Ness cites 2002 Baltimore corps member Mike Garcia as an example of this type of corps member, stating, 


Just as his teachers made him excited for school, Mike tried to do the same for his students. “These kids look up to us as teachers. Every time I tell a student ‘Good job’ or ‘Keep it up,’ they get the message that they are smart, that they can succeed. Too often encouraging words, constant praise and rewards are taken for granted. (24)

Along with wanting to give back to the world of education, many TFA corps members join because they want an easier foray into the world of teaching, so that they have real experience in the classroom before they make the kind of commitment that a traditional licensure program requires. Ness writes, “In a day and age where teaching requires jumping over obstacles of confusing and credentialing programs and expensive coursework, Teach For America smoothes the pathway into the classroom” (26). Ness cites Sarah Fang, a 1996 Phoenix corps member, as an example of this type of corps member. In Ness’s book, Fang states, “TFA was a non-committal way into the profession. It have me the chance to try teaching and to decide where to go from there” (26). Finally, Ness describes the corps member that joins TFA because of their passion for its mission explaining that, 

Much of Teach For America’s appeal comes in its being a widespread movement, effecting change in classrooms nationwide, as revealed by Wendy Eberhart (2000, North Carolina): ‘Coming out of Brown University,  I knew I wanted to teach. I was drawn to Teach For America because I liked the idea of being a part of this broader movement that went beyond the walls of my individual classroom.’ (27)

In my own limited research on Teach For Us, I found many statements made by newly accepted TFA corps members that resemble those of Eberhart and Wittig, but identified a few other trends in the reasons Teach For Us bloggers joined TFA. 


Within my sample, I noticed several themes explored in early entries—referring to those blog entries posted before corps members had received any TFA training or teaching experience. In these entries, bloggers discussed what drew them to TFA at first and why they ultimately chose to join. Overall, my findings mirrored those of Ness. Like Ness, I found that most corps members joined because of their belief in TFA’s mission and their desire to bring about social justice.
A Strong Belief in Teach For America’s Mission

Establishing the reasons why corps members join Teach For America is useful in understanding how these new college graduates view the work of teaching before stepping into the classroom, as it provides context for how they conceptualize the work of teaching. So what are the most common concerns and fears among these TFA bloggers? Is their general attitude about teaching one of excitement or anxiety? How do the reasons corps members joined Teach For America inform their ideas about teaching? Most of the early blog posts from my sample express a mixture of excitement and fear when it comes to teaching. Many bloggers voice their excitement about being able to affect change in the world by impacting the lives of their students every day. One Atlanta corps member’s excitement about teaching, documented the day before the first day of school, encapsulates the same belief in TFA’s mission that leads many corps members to join TFA in the first place, as previously discussed. She explains:

On the eve of my first day of teaching, I can’t believe how prepared and ready I am to change lives! I’m excited to meet all my new students, get to know them and their parents, and help them set goals that really push them to the highest level of rigor. I don’t know how I got from feeling so overwhelmed in June when induction started to feeling so confident and positive today, but I can only hope that the lessons I’ve learned about ownership, relentlessness, and asset-based thinking will carry me through the tough times that are sure to surface this year. (A4)

This excitement about being able to create positive change in the lives of students is very much intertwined with Teach For America’s mission and Teaching As Leadership model that all corps members are inculcated with during Institute; this reveals that, the TFA-specific training and jargon could serve a dual function—giving corps members a bank of knowledge they can draw from when they begin teaching, and also instilling in them a sense of hope, optimism, and excitement that will sustain them during hard times they will inevitably have as teachers. A3, whom I quoted earlier in this chapter as a corps member who joined TFA out of a desire to work for social justice, displays this same excitement tied to TFA’s mission:

First off, for those who haven’t heard me shouting from the rooftops [. . .] I AM SO EXCITED TO TEACH KINDERGARTENERS. You can tell because I just typed like half a sentence in all caps.  [. . .] I am excited about Kinder[garten] for one major reason: I get to set the precedent for their whole educational experience.  I get to set the bar for what they should expect from school, from a teacher, and most importantly, from themselves.  None of my kids will come to me with a history of failure, of negative school experiences, a terrible behavior record, or low self-efficacy.  It is my task and my privilege to make sure none of them leave with any of those things either. (A3)

The majority of bloggers who expressed excitement just before beginning their two-year teaching stints gave reasons similar to those A3 and A4 gave—excitement over enacting their belief in Teach For America’s mission through their work in the classroom. However, in my sample, there were a few corps members who expressed excitement about another aspect of beginning their Teach For America commitment. 

Another aspect of this excitement is the fact that for the majority of these bloggers, being a Teach For America corps member is their first ‘real job’ out of college. Thus, from reading their blogs, I have inferred that much of their excitement stems from having their first ‘real’ job that imparts them with an enormous amount of responsibility and independence. As 2010 New Orleans corps member, N5 writes the summer before beginning his teaching commitment, “I am finally on the cusp of landing a real job!  After interviewing with 3 different schools and getting strung along by 1 principal for 6 weeks, another one is ready to hire me after 2 days–provided she has the need for another middle school science teacher based upon the number of children enrolled and can secure the funding.” Though many corps members express excitement over all the aspects of the Teach For America experience they are about to embark on: moving to a new city, beginning a new job, meeting new people, etc., the majority of the blog entries discuss fear and anxiety more often than excitement about teaching in their very own classroom for the first time.
 Most of the bloggers viewed Teach For America as a vehicle to enact their ideals about creating a more socially just public education system in the United States, and ‘walking the walk’ in addition to ‘talking the talk.’ One Atlanta corps member sums up the reasoning behind joining TFA in order to put ideals into action:

It is not enough to hope the achievement gap will close.  We as a nation have to take action, in the classroom and in the legislatures. It is not enough to hope my kids will understand my instructions.  I have to be mind-numbingly explicit. It is not enough to hope my kids will improve. I have to push them. It is not enough to hope I will improve as a teacher. [ . . . ] I have to continually increase effectiveness. (A3)
This kind of unyielding dedication to bringing about real change in the public education 
system in America that blogger A3 demonstrates, is echoed by several other bloggers. Blogger D4 emphasizes that she envisions herself working toward TFA’s mission for the rest of her life:

The achievement gap statistics for Detroit are simply amazing.  Just looking at the numbers, it’s easy to see the important roles race and/or socio-economic status play in the level of education a student will attain.  I knew coming in this would be difficult, but I already feel truly tied to this mission – a life-long mission – of working towards education equality for all. (D4)
While bloggers A3 and D4 are both idealistic, they also demonstrate practicality in that they acknowledge the difficulties they will face in striving toward such a lofty goal. Yet, several other bloggers don’t share this balanced combination of idealism and realism, and seem less in touch with the realities of the task before them as TFA teachers. Blogger A5, for example, while clearly dedicated and passionate about tackling the achievement gap between wealthy and poor children, the language he uses reveals hints of his naiveté. A5 writes:

The achievement gap is undoubtedly the foe in the other corner who needs to be knocked cold to the ground. I feel as though I’ve been training for this moment all of my life. [. . .] And no cause, in my eyes, is more worth fighting for than our children. Our children are the future (obviously) but our children are also plain and simply wonderful; they deserve every opportunity they can get and we need to make sure that they are given the tools and the resources necessary to nurture their own potential and realize what they can do in this world. (A5)

The boxing metaphor and the clichés in this passage suggest that A5 is not fully aware of 
just how difficult being a corps member will be. While many of the corps members whose blogs I studied were just as optimist and idealistic as A5, the majority of them acknowledged the challenges they will likely face, whereas A5’s mentality is more firmly planted in the realm of idealism. A5 could very well represent the TFA corps members who enter into their two-year commitment with the best of intentions and the purest of hearts, but whom are entirely unequipped to handle the exhaustion, pressure, and emotional highs and lows that are features of this job. 
Cautious Optimism


On the other end of the spectrum, I was surprised at how many new corps members’ attitudes about joining TFA were so cautiously optimistic, as if they were afraid to envision a positive experience for fear that it might jinx them. Frequent Baltimore blogger, B1, devoted one of her earliest posts entirely to addressing her fears about the criticisms TFA has been charged with—one of which being that so many corps members are spoiled, ignorant, head-in-the-clouds twenty-somethings who have no idea what they are entering into when they join Teach For America, and as a result, end up quitting before the end of their two-year commitment. She counters these attacks of TFA stating, “No matter what I read on the internet, I am still devoted, already, to the cause, and I’m not going to change my mind, and I certainly don’t see myself ‘quitting.’  She goes on to state in this same post that she wishes that “joining TFA wasn’t so commonly linked to ‘martyrdom.’” Before stepping into a classroom B1 even goes so far as to voice her concerns over the possibility of being traumatized from her TFA experience, demonstrating a degree of realism that almost shifts to pessimism. She writes,

While I can appreciate the necessity for self-sacrifice, I am hoping to learn a lot about myself and challenge myself in a way that benefits me, too. Does that sound selfish?  Is that a bad attitude? Maybe. While my commitment to the kids is already the force behind my decision to apply for and accept a position at TFA, it’ll be nice if I don’t come out of the program personally ruined at the same time. (B1)
This passage along with that of the very optimistic blogger, A5, show the range of attitudes new TFA corps members have toward enacting TFA’s mission. While a majority of the blogs I analyzed mentioned a passion for making Teach For America’s mission a reality, the levels of realism and idealism varied from blog to blog, as even these few excerpted entries demonstrate.
Passion for Teaching

While most bloggers discussed a more general desire to ‘make a difference’ and ‘destroy the achievement gap,’ only a select few of the sampled Teach For Us bloggers explicitly cited a passion for teaching as their main reason for joining TFA. Interestingly enough, only one of the twenty-five bloggers actually explicitly mentioned having a strong desire to do the work of teaching as the primary reason for joining Teach For America. Blogger B2, a 2011 Baltimore corps member was the only one of the twenty-five who expressed a passion for ‘teaching,’ as opposed to other commonly used phrases among the sampled bloggers including: ‘making a difference,’ ‘helping kids,’ and ‘closing the achievement gap.’ In her first entry after discovering her acceptance into Teach For America, B2 writes:

I’m irrationally excited – I’ve always wanted to be a high school teacher and now it’s actually happening.  I think there is something so special about the high school years…something that always stays with you.  I now have a football team to cheer for, fine arts to support, and a larger community to be a part of – I can’t wait! [. . . ] I have had very few jobs in my life that I have loved and I’ve always worked [ . . . ] waitressing, grounds keeping, store clerk, nurse’s aid, and the list goes on. However, teaching at summer camp for inner city kids for little pay, early hours, all summer was the best job I have ever had. So while TFA may be a ‘holding pen’ in a sense for me [since I don’t know if teaching will be my life’s work], I am not doing it to help for another application. (B2)

Nowhere in her explanation of what she is most excited about does B2 mention TFA specifically. Instead, she views TFA as the vehicle that will allow her to fulfill her ambition to teach. Her primary motive for wanting to join TFA, judging solely from her blog, is to become a high school teacher. If my sample of bloggers is at all representative of the larger TFA corps member community, then it is safe to say that joining TFA out of a long-held desire to be a teacher is not the norm. B2 was the only blogger of the twenty-five who mentioned on Teach For Us that listed a passion for teaching as the reason for accepting TFA’s offer, which indicates that her viewpoint is the exception rather than the rule. 
Passion for Subject Area


Another ‘exception to the rule’ of the reasons Teach For Us bloggers give for what inspired them to join TFA is the love of a subject area and the desire to share that love with students. One category Ness does not mention as a reason for joining TFA is a passion for a particular content area and a desire to impart this passion to future generations. Yet, several of the sampled bloggers in my study mentioned the importance of their major field of study as one of the main factors that led them to TFA. Two out of the twenty-five mentioned passion for their college major as a leading factor to their joining TFA. Blogger D1, of Detroit, explains that her passion for science was what led her to Teach For America; she mentions her desire to improve her skills as a teacher, but only as a footnote to her overarching love of science. Blogger D1 explains:

I want to share my passion of science with my students.  I want them to be confident that they can do well in what is considered a very difficult subject. I want my female students to feel comfortable in a field that is often considered male-dominated, or where males are considered to be naturally better. I want to best use my talents. When I look over my past internships and volunteering, the parts that I have most enjoyed of each have a teaching component. [ . . . ] I believe Teach For America will provide me with the best opportunity to grow in my teaching abilities and become an effective teacher in the fall. (D1)

Another Teach For Us blogger who expressed a similar sentiment—of deciding to join TFA out of a desire to excite others about their field—is Blogger D3, another 2011 Detroit corps member. D3 expresses her frustration at being assigned to teach French rather than English—which was her first choice—in her April 1, 2011 entry:

I’ve accepted the fact that I won’t be teaching English like I had envisioned. Since high school, I’ve had the desire to bring things like Shakespeare, haikus, and writing composition to my classroom. [. . .] I felt both surprised and disappointed when I was assigned to teach French. [. . .] I wanted to be a Freedom Writers/Dangerous Minds/Dead Poet’s Society type of English teacher. I know I shouldn’t kvetch about this.  Getting into TFA is a really big deal, and I can (and plan to) change students’ lives no matter what I teach.  [. . .] But deep down, I still want to instill a love of prose to my class. (D3)

Although these two bloggers obviously have a desire to teach, but in their earliest blog posts they write about their love of science, in D1’s case, and English, in D3’s case, as the primary catalyst for their joining Teach For America. Overall, however, the majority of the sampled bloggers focused more on the political side of TFA—discussing their belief in its mission and their desire to bring about social justice as the main reasons for pursuing Teach For America, while only a handful of bloggers discussed the field of teaching in itself as the reason for signing up for the two-year commitment.
Corps Member Fears and Concerns
While many blog posts express corps members’ excitement, a greater number of them express anxiety over whether students will like and respect them as teachers (which was most common among corps members coming straight out of college), fears about classroom management, and a generalized anxiety about the immense responsibility they have to educate a classroom of twenty to thirty children (and even more for high school teachers). Even New Orleans corps member N1, who actually had classroom experience prior to accepting TFA’s offer expresses trepidations about beginning her TFA commitment and of potentially failing her students,

I can’t imagine how I’d feel if I were going into TFA straight out of college, or had never stepped foot in a classroom. I already feel like I’m going to heave and I’m not necessarily a stranger to teaching. It’ll still be my first time to teach in my own classroom. It’ll be my first time to have a limited number of students on a roster, versus teaching 7 different classes a day to different faces in different places. I am thankful for the experiences that I’ve had teaching Life Skills and other curricula but I’m still scared to death… because it’s all so overwhelming. (N1)

N1 makes an interesting observation—that for corps members coming directly out of college with no job experience, let alone no prior teaching experience, being thrown into a classroom in the lowest performing schools in the country would be absolutely terrifying. 

The youth and inexperience of so many incoming corps members, compounded with the immense sense of responsibility that stems from seeing themselves as members of a movement, are two of the biggest contributors to anxieties that many corps members voice in their blog entries. From its conception, Wendy Kopp envisioned TFA as a massive, large-scale movement, originally estimating a starting budget of 2.5 million dollars and a corps of five hundred teachers at its launch. Kopp’s approach of setting high expectations and not accepting anything that falls short of these expectations is integral to the philosophy of Teach For America. Single-mindedly tackling the achievement gap by doing whatever it takes to raise student test scores is the TFA approach, and TFA corps members are expected to enact this approach—taking full responsibility, should students not succeed in their classrooms and not making any excuses for their students, regardless of the circumstances they each face. 


It comes as no surprise, then, that corps members feel an enormous amount of stress—perhaps even more than non-TFA first-year teachers in the same schools. TFA corps members are encouraged to think of themselves as just that—members of a movement and representatives of TFA as a whole, rather than just individuals. With this comes a built-in support network that other new teacher might not have, but an enormous amount of pressure to succeed for the sake of the movement also accompanies this ‘team-player’ mentality. This is one recurring theme I saw in many of the twenty-five blogs I analyzed, and I will address how this TFA-specific pressure seems to affect these first-year teachers once they are in their own classrooms.

Because Teach For America teachers view themselves as members of a collective group—a movement—the pressure not to fail their students is even more acute than if they felt their jobs were confined to their own individual classrooms. Because these new teachers view themselves as members of Teach For America first and foremost, they perhaps feel even more pressure to succeed than traditionally-certified teachers. The immense sense of responsibility on the shoulders of new TFA corps members is a major contributor to the anxieties so many of them voice in their blog posts on Teach For Us. The bloggers within my sample mention time and again how they view themselves as part of a greater movement. One Memphis corps member explained, “The chance that this city could be a proof point for this whole movement is at the same time exhilarating and overwhelming.  I feel like some days I am carrying the weight of the world on my shoulders and other days that I couldn’t carry even the best group of students across the finish line” (M4).  Another corps member from New Orleans reflected upon her experience at Atlanta’s Institute, asserting how she viewed her role as a soon-to-be teacher as being part of a larger movement stating, “As I leave Atlanta I definitely feel a part of a movement that has the potential to change the education landscape” (N3). These are merely two examples of blog posts that frame teaching as contributing to a greater movement, but they represent many more, as this mentality is an almost universal among the posts in my study. 

Because Teach For America teachers view themselves as members of a collective group—a movement—the pressure not to fail their students is even more acute than if their conceptualizations of teaching were confined to their own individual classroom as opposed to the larger scaled perspective that being a part of TFA naturally instills in corps members. An Atlanta corps member expresses this anxiety over the responsibility placed upon her shoulders, stating, “When they unlocked my classroom’s door, and I stepped inside, I felt the warm rush of excitement leave my body, and it was replaced with a cold, paralyzing tingle: fear. My classroom was filled with dusty odds and ends because it was a storage room the year before, and it contained thirty desks. My mind reeled to think of those desks filled with wriggling bodies” (A4). The thought of thirty wriggling bodies containing thirty little brains that she alone is responsible for shaping for the duration of the school year is panic-inducing for A4. This acute sense of responsibility heightened by TFA’s emphasis on each corps member contributing to a movement much larger than their individual classroom is further explained by another Atlanta corps member:

. . . I refuse to let my insecurities get in the way. This is so much bigger than me. It may sound naive, but I know that I will be successful in the classroom. I have faith that TFA’s training process will get me ready. And if not, I have veteran teachers I can contact that would be happy to give me advice. The bottom line: It’s not about me. It’s about the 20 little humans that I will be responsible for on a daily basis. (A1)

While many corps members are ‘insecure’ (A1) or filled with ‘fear’ (A4) about beginning the work of teaching, their views of themselves as members of a ‘movement’ weighs heavily on them. It heightens their awareness of the responsibility they carry—acting as a source of comfort and a source of anxiety, since the stakes are so high, in that many corps members may feel that not only are their students counting on them to teach well, but the entire Teach For America organization is counting on them as well. 


I believe this immense feeling of responsibility that stems from being part of a movement rather than simply being part of one school or district, is a huge factor in the anxieties many corps members express. The supporting evidence for this assertion comes from the blog posts that express fears of not fulfilling TFA’s high expectations of corps members’ ability to achieve measurable results as teachers. A4 expresses this anxiety over the responsibility placed upon her shoulders, “When they unlocked my classroom’s door, and I stepped inside, I felt the warm rush of excitement leave my body, and it was replaced with a cold, paralyzing tingle: fear. My classroom was filled with dusty odds and ends because it was a storage room the year before, and it contained thirty desks. My mind reeled to think of those desks filled with wriggling bodies” (A4). The thought of thirty wriggling bodies containing thirty little brains that she alone is responsible for shaping for the duration of the school year is panic-inducing for A4. This acute sense of responsibility heightened by TFA’s emphasis on each corps member contributing to a movement much larger than their individual classroom is further explained by another Atlanta corps member:

. . . I refuse to let my insecurities get in the way. This is so much bigger than me. It may sound naive, but I know that I will be successful in the classroom. I have faith that TFA’s training process will get me ready. And if not, I have veteran teachers I can contact that would be happy to give me advice. The bottom line: It’s not about me. It’s about the 20 little humans that I will be responsible for on a daily basis. (A1)

A1 sums up the viewpoint of many of the bloggers on Teach For Us, which is that the job of teaching is about doing everything within one’s power to make sure students are able to reach their potential, and is more of a lifestyle than a mere profession, since the hours do not define when the work is done. This notion of living the life of a teacher rather than living one’s own life and being a teacher on the side coincides with thinking of teaching in terms of furthering the goals of a larger movement. These corps members’ views of themselves as members of a ‘movement’ heightens their awareness of the responsibility they carry—acting both as a source of comfort and a source of anxiety, since the stakes are so high, in that many corps members may feel that not only are their students counting on them to teach well, but the entire Teach For America organization is counting on them as well. 

In addition to voicing fears that are more specific to teachers within Teach For 
America, many of the bloggers expressed fears that are more universal among all new teachers—concerns about classroom management. Even though anxiety over being able to maintain control over a classroom is most likely something all first-time teachers experience, it seems viable that TFA corps members experience it to an even greater degree, given that the amount of pre-service training they received is so brief. A Baltimore corps member voices fears about both succeeding in general, as a teacher, and more specifically, successfully being able to maintain control in the classroom:

All the blogs and articles I read by people who had dropped out of TFA are what scared me the most. I really don’t want to fail. What if I can’t discipline my kids? What if I can’t handle having no social life and working 80 hour weeks? Yes, people who quit wrote they just couldn’t handle 80-120 hour weeks… I’d like to point out that a week has 168 hours in it and I like to sleep and watch my occasional T.V. show. (B2)
This post touches on several concerns many straight-out-of-college corps members may have about being a TFA teacher: worries over not having a semblance of a life outside of teaching, and fears of not being able to harness control over one’s students. The latter is a recurring theme among Teach For Us blog posts, perhaps because these bloggers are so young and have not assumed positions of authority before. One Detroit corps member voices her eagerness to dive into theories of classroom management, and what is shocking to note is that she posted this entry on June 23, 2010, a mere two months before she would begin teaching her own class:
What will my kids think of me?  Will I be able to fill the entire time period I’m given to teach my lesson?  Will I teach it effectively?  Ugh, I guess I have a lot to do! We also started working on classroom management today…this is one subject I’m very excited for.  I think that working on my classroom management skills will be essential to my success as a teacher next year in Detroit! (D4)
While this blogger expresses enthusiasm rather than anxiety over being able to manage her classroom, her post reveals a lot about the pressures on TFA corps members in general. The fact that this particular blogger did not begin learning classroom management techniques until two months before she would be teaching on her own demonstrates just how stressful being a TFA teacher is, due to the time constraints and fast-paced nature of pre-service training. Thus, the normal fears that all first-time teachers experience are heightened for TFA teachers because they feel so much added pressure due to feeling part of a greater movement and due to the short time length of their training—a startling fact in light of the disarray of the schools they are assigned to.
Apart from these serious concerns about potentially failing students who already have the odds stacked against them—whether as the result of poor classroom management or ineffective teaching—there were a surprising number of blog entries expressing anxieties over issues that were comparatively much more trivial. Given the range of possible problems that could arise in the urban classrooms where these corps members are assigned to teach, the number of posts expressing worries over being well-liked by students was surprising to me. Counter to my expectations of what bloggers’ concerns would revolve around, few bloggers from my sample expressed fears about their own personal safety, despite the prevalence of gang violence and access to weapons that many students may have in the communities where many TFA schools are located. However, one consistent concern among bloggers was the fear that the students would not like or respect them. One Detroit corps member expresses her desire to be well-liked by all her students:
Although it’s inevitable, I don’t want any of my students to feel about my 
classroom the way I felt toward many of mine growing up. I want to be ‘nice’ and I want my classroom to be ‘fun.’  I don’t have any illusions; I know there will be times when the students don’t feel like coming to my class, or feel like I’m being too hard on them, or whatever. I’m not trying to be the Mary Poppins of Detroit. I’m just saying that it would be nice if I could be. (D3)
She goes on to voice her fears over being seen as boring and not authoritative by her students:“I’m scared out of my wits!  What if I’m boring?  (my biggest fear)  What if I can’t manage my classroom well? [. . .] What if my colleagues or principal despise[e] me?” (D3). I was surprised that this kind of anxiety over being liked by students was so prevalent among these soon-to-be teachers, given the array of other much more serious problems that might very well be part of these corps members’ daily lives once they begin teaching in the country’s worst public schools. While many corps members like D3 voice concerns about not being liked by students or being boring, I noticed several themes that corps members noticeably leave out of their posts. 

One very important issue that only one corps member addresses is her anxiety over gaining the respect of students.  Few Teach For Us bloggers express worries about their ability to garner respect from their students, primarily due to their stature and youthful appearance. One Baltimore corps member writes:

I graduated high school a year early, and so am even younger than I might be otherwise.  And I’m entering into TFA right after having graduated college this spring.  Basically, one of my main worries about potentially having older students is that they would somehow know that I was only a couple (if that) years older than most of them.  I’m going to be 21 when I start teaching. [ . . .] Maybe that doesn’t matter, but it might wound my own sense of my legitimacy as their authority figure.  It’s not that I think my age really matters all that much, but, as a woman, and someone new to the teaching game, I don’t want yet another thing making me feel somehow inadequate. (B1)
I am surprised that this concern over whether older students would still view corps members with a youthful appearance as legitimate authority figures is not a common theme among the blogs in my study. Oddly enough, B1 is the only blogger who gives voice to this anxiety, despite the fact that the majority of the bloggers are coming directly out of college and are twenty-two years old when they begin teaching. Garnering respect from students—especially those in high school—is a top concern, for it is common knowledge that students are not likely to listen, follow directions, or work hard if they do not have respect for their teacher. Thus, if students view their teacher as an equal, rather than an authority figure, the teacher’s ability to motivate students to learn will suffer.  

Another issue that I was surprised is not brought up by preservice corps members in discussions of their fears about teaching in urban environments like Metro Atlanta, Detroit, New Orleans, and Memphis is school violence. While school violence is, of course, not exclusive to urban schools, as tragedies such as Columbine and Virginia Tech demonstrate, the prevalence of gangs in the communities where urban students live makes safety a greater worry than at many suburban schools.  According to the National Center on Education Statistics, in a sample of 15,000 urban schools, there were a total of 494,000 violent crimes reported during the 1999-2000 school year (National Center). The U.S. Department of Justice reported in 2004 that “students ages 12 to 18 were victims of 107,400 serious violent crimes at school (National Center for Victims). The National Center for Victims of Crime goes on to cite that, “Between 1998 and 2003, on average, teachers were the victims of approximately 183,400 total non-fatal crimes at school, including 118,800 thefts and 64,600 violent crimes (rape, sexual assault, robbery, aggravated assault, and simple assault) each year (Ibid).” Unfortunately, there has not been a dramatic decrease in the number of violent crimes committed at public schools in the U.S. since 2004, so it is safe to assume that the threat of violence in the schools where TFA corps members will be teaching is still a major concern. 

Given these astounding statistics about the prevalence of violence in urban schools, why is it that preservice Teach For Us bloggers do not mention school violence when discussing their fears about teaching? One possible explanation for this glaring absence is a naïveté about the conditions of schools in many urban areas like Memphis and Baltimore. A criticism of Teach For America is that it recruits primarily upper-middle class white twenty-somethings to come teach in the ‘ghetto.’ One particularly scathing comment on TFA, posted on a popular education blog, criticizes the somewhat imperialist/colonial mentality of many TFA teachers: “Four years at Radcliffe, that’s all you know/A desire to do good and a four point oh/ You’re here to save us from our plight/ You got the answer ‘cause you’re rich and white/ On a two-year sojourn here to stay/ Teach For America all the way” (All Things Education). Regardless of whether this caustic remark on TFA corps members has merit, this does bring up an interesting question: Are TFA corps members so culturally detached from the areas where they will be teaching that they are unable to really envision what life is like in these urban communities? It is a real possibility that corps members’ optimism and dedication to TFA’s mission gives them a narrow vision of the issues that come with teaching in an urban setting. 

This lack of voiced concern over safety in schools could very well be explained by the youth of TFA bloggers. Because so many of these corps members are coming straight out of college—signing on with TFA at twenty-one and twenty-two years old—and are coming from middle class backgrounds and suburban schools, the simple lack of life experience could very well be a main contributor to the relatively superficial worries many bloggers voice. To be fair, the Teach For Us bloggers I analyzed did discuss classroom management, which could be used as an umbrella term that encompasses anything from maintaining a quiet learning environment to preventing fights from breaking out during class. Yet, since the TFA bloggers in my sample do not specify what they mean by ‘classroom management,’ I cannot make any definitive assertion about whether their ideas about urban school atmospheres are as naïve as the TFA rap I previously mentioned posits, or if they are worried about violence in the schools where they are placed, but just don’t explicitly say so in their blog entries. 


Another concern that I was surprised does not come up in many Teach For Us blogs is a concern about how the lack of resources in urban schools will affect corps members’ abilities to effectively teach, or to even begin working toward accomplishing TFA’s mission of providing all children—regardless of their parents’ income—with an excellent education. While preservice bloggers voice many concerns and anxieties about beginning their two-year commitment with TFA, hardly any mention concerns over how they will go about teaching when it is likely that the school where they are placed will have insufficient funds to provide even the barest of classroom essentials—paper, pencils, desks, chairs, as well as items that are vital to students’ academic achievement in the 21st Century—textbooks and technology. It is no secret that there is a very strong link between student achievement and school funding. It is fairly obvious the schools that spend more per student have better test scores and GPAs than schools that spend less money per student. A 1993 study of eighty-three public schools in New York City found that, “each additional $100 spent on classroom instruction raised math and verbal SAT scores by 18 points,” which suggests, “‘that per-pupil dollars spent on direct instruction have a significant impact on academic achievement,’” (Cooper qtd. in Walters).  Thus, corps members who enter into TFA with hopes of facilitating student achievement will no doubt struggle everyday to try and effectively teach their students with insufficient resources. To further illustrate the shocking reality of how a lack of funding manifests itself in the actual classrooms of urban schools, I draw from Kathy Koch’s 1999 article on the disparities in school funding between suburban and urban schools. She writes,
When 15-year-old Lauren Drane recently toured a 90-year-old inner-city high school in Chicago, she wanted to cry. ‘It was a big knock to the head for me,’ the sophomore from suburbia recalls. ‘It was shocking for me to see how much they were lacking, especially in the chemistry lab.’ The lab at mostly black Harper High School did not have running water, gas lines or equipment. ‘It was just a regular classroom with countertops,’ says Lauren, and nothing like the chemistry labs at Neuqua Valley High School, the $62 million showplace Lauren attends in Naperville, 35 miles southwest of Chicago. ‘We have a gas line for every two students and drawers full of every kind of equipment you would ever need,’ she says. (Koch “Overview”)

Lauren Drane’s reaction is likely very similar to that of many TFA corps members who share her suburban middle class background and who have never seen first-hand what the classrooms inside city schools look like until entering these classrooms as teachers. Thus, even though lack of school funds is one of the biggest hurdles teachers in urban schools must negotiate in order to do their jobs effectively, my selected Teach For Us bloggers do not highlight school funding as one of their major concerns. This issue will no doubt affect them on a personal level, in addition to on a professional level, as most teachers end up funding their classrooms out of their own pockets. Yet, the majority of TFA bloggers do not express any anxiety over how they will tackle the achievement gap with little to no resources outside of their own paychecks. 


One explanation for this apparent lack of concern about school funding, aside from corps members’ unfamiliarity with and lack of experience in city schools, is Teach For America’s stance on the role school funding plays in the academic achievement of urban students. In her memoir, One Day All Children, Wendy Kopp addresses the correlation between resources and student success, concluding that, 

Some believe that if students in low-income areas have hardworking teachers, new textbooks, and well-maintained school buildings—in short if they have the same resources as students in more privileged areas—they enjoy equal opportunity. Yet, although it would be a major step forward for [TFA teacher] Tammi’s students to have access to such resources, Tammi set her bar higher. Rather than measuring her success by whether she provided her students with the same resources as students in other communities, she measured her success by whether they attained the same education. (Kopp 163)

This excerpt raises a very important question that is perhaps underlying this entire thesis project—does the rhetoric of Teach For America contribute to incoming corps members’ expectations about teaching? Just from a brief glance at the TFA website, teachforamerica.org, it is clear that this organization firmly believes that poverty and academic achievement are not mutually exclusive. Prospective corps members most likely visit TFA’s “Our Mission” page early on in their application process in order to get an idea of what this organization is about. At the very top of this webpage, viewers read the following, “We can provide an excellent education for kids in low-income communities. Although 16 million American children face the extra challenges of poverty, an increasing body of evidence shows they can achieve at the highest levels” (“Our Mission”). While this message is no doubt meant to inspire and motivate prospective corps members, it could very well contribute to unrealistic expectations about the realities that teachers in urban schools must face. The idea that academic achievement is independent of poverty overlooks the complex problems that teachers in urban schools face when it comes to teaching effectively and helping students achieve academic success; for, without textbooks and other basic materials that are integral to teaching in the 21st Century, providing students with an excellent education becomes extremely difficult, if not near impossible. 


Finally, the last issue that does not seem to concern many of the TFA corps members from my sample is the stress of time management that comes with being a full-time teacher. In fact, some corps members even assert that they are confident in their ability to manage their time once they begin teaching. One Baltimore corps member states, “[T]his probably sounds funny to any current corps members reading this, who are undoubtedly just as busy as I am, only with real, work related things, this time of year.  I guess I am lucky I’ve been so overloaded throughout my time at college, because it means that I have great time management skills” (B1).
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