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Abstract 

Teacher shortages, issues of retention, and an exodus from teaching due to workload demands 

have left school districts with little choice but to fill vacancies with novice teachers. 

Disproportionately placed in settings where they are likely to instruct students with adverse 

childhood experiences, novice teachers in urban environments possess unique experiences. This 

study explores the influence that the adverse childhood experiences of students have on novice 

elementary teachers in urban environments. The problem is that novice elementary teachers in 

urban environments are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers 

of students with adverse childhood experiences, possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, 

and resignation. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the feelings 

and experiences of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are 

exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse 

childhood experiences. Participating in a series of interviews and document review, six novice 

teachers provided context and revealed trajectories toward burnout, fatigue, and resignation in 

their work with students with childhood adversities. The Modified Stevick-Colaizzi Keen 

method of data analysis and NVIVO were used to organize and analyze data collected from the 

study’s novice teachers. The findings reveal multiple internal and external factors related to the 

social-emotional experiences of novice teachers influenced by the adversities of their students 

and how novice teachers cope with their feelings relative to student adversities. Implications for 

practice include providing novices with trauma-informed practices and holistic strategies for 

coping with job-related stress and burnout. Future research should focus on the need for more 

exploration concerning novice teachers in urban environments in their work with students with 

adversities, including novices in diverse school contexts. 
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Section 1: Foundation 

Teacher shortages, issues of retention, and an exodus from the teaching profession due to 

workload demands and compassion fatigue (Reilly et al., 2025) have left school districts with 

little choice but to fill vacancies with novice teachers (White et al., 2025). With 55% of teachers 

expected to resign or retire by the end of the current decade, novice teachers are needed to fill the 

void left by a rapidly graying teacher workforce (Fuchsman et al., 2024). The void left by 

experienced teachers is particularly prevalent in marginalized communities where vacating 

teachers express concerns over the influence of students’ mental health on their overall health 

and well-being as teachers (Dabrowski et al., 2025). An integrative literature review conducted 

by Bettini and Park (2021) noted that novice teachers are disproportionately placed in 

educational environments where they are likely to instruct students facing adverse traumatic 

experiences outside of school. Putting the least experienced and, in some instances, the least 

desired teachers in marginalized, urban communities with students unequally influenced by 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) has become a widespread practice that has long-term 

effects on socioeconomic and health outcomes for children (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). With an 

inadequate source of experienced teachers, novice teachers are called upon to support students in 

high-needs areas whose families and communities have been influenced by sustained adversities 

and trauma (Marshall, 2023). 

Described by Usmani et al. (2024) as potentially traumatic events that can have lasting 

adverse effects on the health and welfare of a child, adverse childhood experiences have 

consequences beyond the victim. Children in marginalized communities, where novice teachers 

are frequently assigned to teach, are inordinately influenced by student ACEs compared to their 

peers in more affluent communities (Mersky et al., 2021). While the unequal distribution of 
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ACEs based on race and ethnicity has been noted in the research literature (Brandt et al., 2021), 

there has been limited research to date on the unequal distribution of ACEs based on 

socioeconomic status (Mersky et al., 2021). Children and families in marginalized communities 

are at a higher risk of experiencing violence within the home or community. The risk of 

experiencing violence or harmful acts is coupled with the likelihood of encountering abuse and 

neglect, impacting children’s educational experiences in distressed environments and the 

teachers tasked with supporting them (Fleckman et al., 2022; Reilly et al., 2025). While the 

influence of ACEs on frontline professionals, including novice teachers, remains limited, there 

are no direct measures of teachers’ exposure to students’ traumatic experiences (Fleckman et al., 

2022). The influence of ACEs on the experiences of novice teachers in urban environments 

remains a topic of further exploration if issues of retention, attrition, and novice teachers leaving 

the profession within the first 3-5 years of their experience are to be reduced or eradicated 

(Gorard et al., 2025; Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). 

Since 2001, a limited number of research studies have addressed the varied experiences 

of novice teachers in marginalized urban communities influenced by student ACEs (Bettini & 

Park, 2021). Findings across studies revealed that despite ACEs' varied influence on novice 

teachers when provided administrative, mentoring, and peer support, they are less likely to leave 

the profession so soon after beginning their professional teaching experience (Gorard et al., 

2025; French, 2020). Kamrath and Bradford (2020) found that teachers who have abandoned the 

profession within the earliest stages of their careers left for reasons other than the challenges of 

supporting students facing adverse and traumatic experiences. Despite experiencing a common 

phenomenon known as practice or reality shock (Skytterstad et al., 2025), when given a level of 

autonomy and feeling supported through socially just teaching practices that benefit often 
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overlooked student populations, novice teachers can support students living in communities 

where access to mental health resources is scarce and adverse childhood experiences are high 

(Dabrowski et al., 2025). 

Calls for further research on the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments influenced by student ACEs include the influence of burnout, compassion fatigue, 

and emotional ambivalence relative to novice teachers’ experiences in urban environments 

(Juarez & Becton, 2024). Research comparative to compassion fatigue has focused on fields 

other than teaching (Esbjorn et al., 2025), especially concerning teachers with less experience 

than their predecessors (McKinney et al., 2024). An awareness of compassion fatigue, burnout, 

and other factors related to novice teachers’ ability to surpass the initial stages of their teaching 

experiences would not only benefit school districts in terms of teacher retention, but focusing on 

these areas would provide stability to students requiring elevated levels of social and academic 

support (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020; Marshall, 2023). Along with the call to examine the range 

of novice teachers' experiences in urban environments, teacher sorting, the practice of assigning 

less experienced teachers in the most challenging educational settings must also be addressed. 

Teacher sorting upholds the practice of providing unequal access to experienced teachers to 

children living in high-poverty communities (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). 

The limitations of previous studies primarily involved sample size. Quantitative studies 

where stratified sampling procedures were used demonstrated significant uncertainty of results 

and larger standard errors (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). With qualitative studies involving retention 

and turnover in urban elementary schools, the limitations tended to involve data collected from a 

single case within a specific elementary school setting, not expanding into schools or districts of 

similar context (Bettini & Park, 2021; McKinney et al., 2024). Mixed methods studies 
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concerning compassion satisfaction, burnout, and direct measures of novice teachers’ exposure 

to ACEs have yet to reveal a clear link (Buric et al., 2022). Aligned with previous studies, the 

limitations of this qualitative study will rest on the population relative to a specific school 

district, uncertified novice teachers, and those in an identified teacher preparation or certification 

program. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem addressed in this study is that novice elementary school teachers in urban 

environments are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), 

possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). Described 

as prolonged exposure to potentially traumatic events in a child’s life, ACEs affect over half of 

all children under 18 years of age (Hamai & Felitti, 2022). Adverse childhood experiences have 

been associated with limited life and income opportunities, specifically for children in 

marginalized communities (Mersky et al., 2021). Children in high-poverty communities 

impacted by one of the three broad categories of ACEs, including abuse, neglect, and household 

dysfunction (Felitti et al., 1998), are likely to develop a stress response influencing their overall 

educational experiences and interactions with others, specifically with the teachers that attempt 

to meet their academic and emotional needs (Blodgett & Lonigan, 2020). Furthermore, children 

in marginalized communities will likely be taught by teachers with less expertise than their 

middle-income peers (Bettini & Park, 2021). 

Frequently assigned to low-performing Title I schools (Gorrard et al., 2025; Kamrath & 

Bradford, 2020), novice teachers are often left to manage the dynamic world of their students 

while still learning the rigors of teaching and creating classroom environments where students 
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feel safe and protected. While research has been conducted with frontline professionals who 

work with individuals exposed to trauma (Lemieux-Cumberlege et al., 2024), there remains a 

critical need to explore the influence that the traumatic experiences of children have on the 

social-emotional experiences of novice teachers who remain in close contact with them 

throughout the weeks and months that comprise the academic school year (Rose & Loomis, 

2025). Exploring the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers who work with children 

exposed to ACEs can reveal trajectories toward burnout and compassion fatigue and have 

implications for retaining teachers in high-poverty, low-income communities (Reilly et al., 2025; 

Schmidt & Fosu, 2019). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the feelings and 

experiences of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are exposed to 

social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood 

experiences, possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Dabrowski et al., 

2025; Reilly et al., 2025). Teachers, the pillars upon which the education system is built, are 

integral to the school-family-community and consequential to a progressive society (Urban et al., 

2019). Teachers are even more vital for children and families living in communities at increased 

risk of exposure to one or more of the defining categories of ACEs (Bilbrey et al., 2024; Felitti et 

al., 1998). Children living in low-income, high-poverty communities have less access to 

community resources to support them through the observance of and threats of violence 

associated with poverty, placing greater responsibility on teachers for children's emotional well-

being (Fleckman et al., 2022). This is especially true for teachers new to education. Teachers’ 

time in close relationship with children exposed to ACEs, coupled with limited professional 
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development or training in coping with the demands of children’s potentially traumatic 

experiences, places them at risk for the rarely explored social and emotional consequences of 

such incidents (Lawson, 2019; Rose & Loomis, 2025). 

To fulfill the study’s purpose, the research population included novice elementary school 

teachers working in low-income urban elementary school environments. Purposeful sampling 

was used to gain insight into the lived experiences of novice elementary school teachers working 

in environments where they teach and support students facing ACEs. The initial research 

population consisted of novice elementary school teachers in an identified urban school district 

with less than five years of professional experience serving marginalized student populations 

based on supplementary educational services (SES) school and district funding. Criterion 

sampling was then used to ensure that participants met predetermined criteria for this study, 

including novice teachers still working toward full teacher licensure and graduate-level 

coursework to provide them with the necessary education credentials. 

Novice teachers hired through a state-approved certification pathway or teacher residency 

program were also eligible for participation in this study. An emphasis was placed on selecting 

participants knowledgeable about the topic through their daily experiences as novice teacher in 

urban environments. Criteria for this study included novice elementary school teachers serving 

as either general or special educators and teaching in one of the core content areas. The 

participant sample did not exclude participants based on gender, age, or second-career novice 

teachers. Diversity among participants allowed for a range of experiences and a depth of insight 

into the influence that student ACEs can have on novice elementary school teachers. Selecting 

participants whose responses and experiences supported the study’s problem, purpose, research 
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questions, and the literature informing the study was critical in achieving methodological 

congruence for this study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided the direction of this study. 

RQ1 

What are the social-emotional experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban 

elementary school environments as they support students with adverse childhood experiences? 

RQ2 

How do novice elementary school teachers working in urban educational environments 

cope with their feelings about the adverse childhood experiences of the students they teach? 

Conceptual Framework 

Rooted in a collaborative approach to meeting the needs of an increasingly diverse 

student population, this study was based on the community teacher (CT) framework. The CT 

framework is a conceptual framework for preparing exemplary urban teachers. The community 

teacher framework employs a multi-stakeholder approach to preparing in-service and novice 

teachers to work in high-poverty urban environments in which members of a community possess 

shared values, language, and cultural experiences. Contending that teaching and learning are 

social and cultural activities, this approach includes schools of education, community members, 

and teacher training programs working to prepare a multicultural teaching force invested in the 

communities where their students live and learn (Murrell, 2000; Thomas et al., 2020). 

Widely used in graduate teacher preparation programs, the CT framework is designed to 

create compassionate urban teachers who demonstrate success with strategies and approaches 

that elevate the quality of teaching and learning for students in marginalized school communities. 
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This understanding of children, families, and communities considers early career teachers and 

graduate students as they support children who are culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse 

in low-income communities (Epstein, 2018; Thomas et al., 2020). To support novice teachers in 

meeting a wide range of student needs, including exposure to traumatic and adverse experiences, 

the CT framework suggests that novice teachers in urban environments be aware of inherent 

inequities and structural systems of disenfranchisement that students in high-poverty areas often 

encounter (Fleckman et al., 2022; Mersky et al., 2021). 

The CT framework defines high-poverty marginalized environments as communities that 

have been historically disadvantaged and have had minimal influence on the selection and 

preparation of teachers who work in their communities (Lampert, 2019). Preparing novice 

teachers to work in urban communities is a dual process. Novice teachers are influenced by the 

communities they serve, and if done through a collaborative stakeholder approach, the 

community, in turn, feels the novice teacher's influence. While the CT framework suggests that 

novice teachers must do more than teach and leave the community at the end of the workday, the 

cost of caring and community investment may result in compassion fatigue, burnout, and 

secondary traumatic stress for novice teachers (Reilly et al., 2025). 

Grounded in three theoretical foundations, the CT framework provides a conceptual 

framework for understanding the daily social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in 

diverse urban community settings. The cultural-historical theory is the first of the three 

foundations upon which the CT framework rests and states that human activity is defined by 

structure, and structure must occur under a particular set of conditions (Murrell, 2000; Murrell, 

2006). Situated-social cognitive theory, the second of the three theoretical foundations that shape 

the CT framework, states that teaching, education, and achievement are at the core of social 
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accomplishments for novice teachers. These accomplishments are shaped by the individual or 

novice teacher’s identity, participation in specific settings, and ongoing interactions with people 

and activities in the community where their school district has assigned them to teach (Epstein, 

2018). 

The third theoretical foundation of the CT framework is the ecology of a community of 

practice. The ecology of a community of practice emphasizes developing training within a social 

context. With schools serving as inherently social organizations (Murray et al., 2020), the 

ecology of a community of practice allows novice teachers to become reflective practitioners of 

knowledge and engage in cooperative interaction with all stakeholders invested in the school-

community dynamic (Murrell, 2000). This foundation further allows in-service and novice 

teachers to reflect on their practice as they support students from diverse, high-poverty 

backgrounds (Privata et al., 2021). The ecology of a community of practice further connects the 

two previous foundations. The third theoretical foundation is rooted in social interaction within 

the cultural-historical context, which stresses the use of tools and artifacts needed to support 

students in communities where teacher expertise is needed (Privata et al., 2021). Figure 1 

provides a visual representation of the interactive design and the three theoretical foundations 

that create the conceptual framework for a cooperative community stakeholder approach to 

supporting novice teachers in urban environments. Within the community teacher (CT) 

framework, novice teachers become immersed in the history and culture of the communities 

where they work; learning must be situated in a community of practice through a multi-

stakeholder approach. 
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Figure 1 

The Community Teacher (CT) Conceptual Framework 

Note. Figure 1 illustrates the theories that provide a conceptual framework for understanding the 

interplay between novice teachers and the communities in which their school environments are 

situated. 

Within the CT framework, the ecology of a community of practice extends beyond the 

tradition of instruction. It focuses on interactions with children in communities where access to 

resources may be scarce, and teachers must stand in the gap (Dabrowski et al., 2025C; Fleckman 

et al., 2022). These interactions may arise from unplanned classroom activities in which 

traumatic adversities are revealed through conversations, observations, and other organic ways; 

thus, the ecology of a community of practice provides a vehicle for novice teachers to support 

learners facing sustained adversities (Murrell, 2000). The cultural learning perspective within 

Community Teacher (CT) Framework 

Defining theories that provide a framework for understanding the daily 

emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban communities 
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this framework states that teaching and learning should hold significance and make a difference 

in the lives of children beyond instructional strategies. Teaching and learning should demonstrate 

an understanding of students and the communities in which they live (Murrell, 2000). The co-

participation in a community of practice supports novice teachers in becoming community 

teachers skilled at infusing culture into the learning environment. Learning environments are 

organized as safe spaces that promote security, risk-taking, and academic achievement. Socially 

constructed knowledge is gained through practice or the mentorship of experienced teachers. The 

ongoing development of cultural and social learning is of excellent value when supporting 

students in urban communities where ACEs are ever-present (Murrell, 2006). Figure 2 illustrates 

the interactive design of the community of practice. It allows novice teachers to benefit from 

their interactions with experts while engaging in activities, enabling them to form their identities 

as teachers within communities as they interact with others. The situated cognitive learning 

model describes the social and interactive nature of learning required for community teachers to 

move from novice to expert. Novice teachers move from the peripheral to the center of a 

community of practice 
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Figure 2 

Model of Situated Cognitive Learning Theory 

Note. Figure 2 illustrates the Situated Cognitive Learning Theory (Herrera, 2020), whereby 

novices participate in a community of practice supported by varying degrees of expertise. 

In developing the study’s problem, purpose, and research questions, a framework was 

needed to understand this identified group of teachers who increasingly occupy classrooms in 

high-poverty communities with little to no experience (Gorard et al., 2025; Murphey, 2019). The 

CT framework was used to frame the study’s problem, purpose, and research questions through a 

cultural-historical and social interaction lens. The social interaction between multiple 

stakeholders, including teacher preparation programs, school leaders, mentors, peers, students, 

families, and the community in which they work, provided greater insight into the study’s topic. 

The social-cultural, cultural-historical concepts and the ecology of a community of practice made 

explicit that novice teachers in urban environments must do more than present content and 

engage in pedagogical practices, but possess a set of multicultural community-minded 
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approaches that will equip them to support students with ACEs while honoring their own social-

emotional well-being (Murray, 2020). 

Significance of the Study 

This study was important because it informed practice in public education by exploring 

novice teachers’ social-emotional experiences in urban environments as they support students in 

marginalized communities at higher risk of facing ACEs. Critical to society, teachers leave 

education for reasons ranging from retirement to the burden of bearing the mental health 

challenges of students in high-poverty environments (Reilly et al., 2025; Lawson, 2019). With 

more than 200,000 teachers leaving the profession each year (Podolsky et al., 2019), this study 

may benefit teacher preparation, induction, and residency programs by prioritizing what novice 

teachers in urban communities need most. While the Coleman Report (1966) made evident the 

inequities in public education based on race and socioeconomic status, unequal access to 

experienced teachers continues to exist in urban communities where students need support 

beyond academic instruction (Darling-Hammond et al., 2019; McKinney et al., 2024). Current 

practices, such as teacher sorting, placing a disproportionate number of novice teachers in school 

communities of lower socioeconomic backgrounds, not only widens the gap for disadvantaged 

children but places novice teachers in the vulnerable position of perfecting pedagogical practices 

while understanding the communities they serve (Ajzenman at al., 2024; Zavelevsky et al., 

2022). 

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of novice elementary teachers working 

in urban school districts who are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large 

numbers of students with ACEs (Fleckman et al., 2022; Reilly et al., 2025) while simultaneously 

identifying the resources and support needed to sustain them in disadvantaged environments. 
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With limited studies conducted on the role of novice teachers and ACEs over the past two 

decades, there remains a critical need to study this underexplored area of public education 

(Bettini & Park, 2021). Understanding novice teachers’ social-emotional experiences 

highlighting the importance of novice teachers’ emotional well-being, may further reveal 

trajectories toward burnout and compassion fatigue and the likelihood of novice teachers leaving 

the profession before becoming experienced teachers (Camacho et al., 2018; McKinney et al., 

2024). Beyond novice teachers leaving the profession, this study may support school districts in 

retaining novice teachers by assigning novice teachers to schools with access to mentoring, peer 

collaboration, and strong leadership. The benefits of exploring this topic will add to the existing 

body of literature on novice teachers. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are prolonged, sustained exposure to potentially 

traumatic events occurring in the life of a child under the age of 18, producing lasting effects 

impacting both physical and mental well-being (Usman et al., 2024). 

Burnout 

Burnout is a state of emotional, physical, and psychological exhaustion resulting from 

chronic exposure within an identified profession, frequently associated with lower job 

satisfaction, somatic symptoms, higher medication use, and absence from work (Lemieux-

Cumberlege et al., 2024). 
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Compassion Fatigue 

Compassion fatigue impacts a variety of frontline professionals, including social workers, 

nurses, and teachers. It is characterized as feelings of anxiety, depression, and reduced empathy 

resulting from repeated exposure to the distress of vulnerable populations (Marshall, 2023). 

Compassion Satisfaction 

Compassion satisfaction is the positive or pleasurable experiences resulting from helping 

others and is often associated with a higher, altruistic purpose (Oplatka & Gramerman, 2021). 

Frontline Professionals 

Frontline professionals are individuals within a specialized field working closely with 

vulnerable or at-risk populations exposed to multiple levels of stress and compassion fatigue 

(Borges, 2019; Marshall, 2023). 

Marginalized Communities 

Marginalized communities are inclusive, or individuals or groups excluded from 

mainstream social, economic, educational, or cultural life due to unequal power relationships 

between social groups (Kulkarni & Notario, 2024). 

Novice Teachers 

Novice teachers are in the initial stages of their careers, between 3 to 5 years, with little 

or no experience in teaching and are beginning to develop a philosophy for teaching and 

implementing acquired skills (Bettini & Park, 2021). 

Trauma-Informed Practices 

Trauma-informed practices include a set of approaches derived from the human services 

field designed to recognize the presence of trauma and its accompanying symptoms. Trauma-
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informed practices acknowledge the role that trauma may hold in a person’s life—inclusive of 

providers and support staff (Bilbrey et al., 2024). 

Review of the Literature 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the feelings and 

experiences of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are exposed to 

social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood 

experiences, possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 

2025). Described by Usmani et al. (2024) as possible traumatic events occurring in the life of a 

child with potentially long-lasting negative influences well into adulthood, ACEs were initially 

identified in a large-scale study conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and patients 

insured through Kaiser-Permanente. Affecting 50% of all school-aged children, the 

consequences of ACEs are significant and wide-ranging, specifically in communities 

disproportionately influenced by poverty and marginalization (Staehili, 2023). To compound the 

wide-ranging influence of ACEs, children and families living in low-income urban communities 

are likely to face any of the identified categories of ACEs and are further burdened by a 

considerable number of inexperienced, less academically credentialed teachers in their 

communities (Bettini & Park, 2021). While the research literature on the experiences of novice 

teachers in such communities remains limited, data for this study were collected through a three-

series interview approach (Seidman, 2006) consisting of semi-structured individual interviews 

and document collection and analysis designed to add to the existing body of literature on this 

topic. 

The literature review for this study began with an understanding of ACEs based on the 

seminal work of Felitti et al. (1998) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and later 
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expanded upon in current studies (Hamai & Felitti, 2022; Usmani et al., 2024). Adverse 

childhood experiences continued to be explored across sociodemographic types. This exploration 

placed an emphasis on the prevalence of ACEs across marginalized communities in the 21 st 

century. Trends in ACEs focusing on race/ethnicity, gender, and income disparities will be 

explained in this study, including increases and decreases in categories over a multi-year period. 

The genesis of novice teachers in urban communities was described based on the most recent 

literature in the field of public education. With novice teachers in high demand and needed to 

replace a rapidly graying teacher workforce (Ramli et al., 2025; Zhukova, 2018), 

their experiences in urban communities were explained along with stressors described in 

qualitative case studies, ethnographic interviews, mixed methods, and quantitative studies. 

Themes in the research literature concluded with a mixture of positive and challenging social-

emotional experiences, factors related to burnout, retention, and implications for future research 

and professional practice (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). Multiple subthemes were addressed in 

the review of the literature. 

The Elton B. Stephens Company, EBSCO host was used as the primary database for 

locating peer-reviewed scholarly articles related to the influence of ACEs on novice teachers in 

urban environments to arrive at the major themes of the literature review for this study. It should 

be noted that many sources cited in this literature review exceed a span of 5 years. These sources 

nonetheless reflect the most current and seminal research on the social-emotional experiences of 

novice teachers in urban environments influenced by the ACEs of their students.  Searches on 

this began with exploring the concept of toxic stress and brain development, adverse childhood 

experiences, definitions, measurement scales, and the prevalence of ACEs. Searches continued 

with ACEs based on race, ethnicity, sociodemographic factors, and disparities between White 
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and non-white populations. The initial search continued with 10 original and expanded ACEs, 

including natural disasters, bullying, isolation, peer victimization, and criminalization. Current 

trends in ACEs and behavioral risk factors across multiple states were also explored using 

EBSCO host. 

Following an understanding of adverse childhood experiences and their influences on 

health and income disparities, searches continued concerning ACEs and education in the K-12 

arena before narrowing the search for literature including behavior, attendance, and academic 

success with students influenced by ACEs for which the literature is saturated (Kamrath & 

Bradford, 2020; Thomas et al., 2020). Investigations of ACEs and life opportunities among 

middle-and elementary-grade students and inquiries into the social-emotional competencies of 

students facing adverse childhood experiences had implications for novice teachers. Moving 

away from students and into the influence of ACEs on novice teachers overrepresented in low-

income urban communities (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022), searches focused on beginning teachers 

with specific attention to urban educational environments, marginalized communities, 

marginalized communities, new teachers’ experiences, and traumatic exposure. The thoughts, 

feelings, and emotional ambivalence of novice teachers in urban environments were included in 

the EBSCOhost searches for secondary traumatic stress, compassion satisfaction, compassion 

fatigue, job-related stress, and teacher retention. 

To fully understand how and in what ways novice teachers in urban environments with 

less than 5 years of professional experience are influenced by the ACEs of the students they 

teach, it must be noted that an individual’s reality is constructed through human interaction and 

social affairs (Creswell, 2018). This study was, therefore, rooted in the social constructivist 

worldview whereby individuals apply meaning to the varying worlds in which they exist. The 
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views and perspectives prevalent in the research literature proved critical to addressing the 

study’s problem, which is that novice elementary school teachers in urban environments are 

exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse 

childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), possibly contributing to 

teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). 

An Understanding of the Consequences of Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Dating back to Freud (1910) and Bowley (1952), ACEs were initially referred to as 

battered child syndrome, with consequences linked to physical and mental adult behaviors 

(Petruccelli et al., 2019). Adverse childhood experiences, including abuse, neglect, and exposure 

to harmful living conditions, as shown in Figure 3, have wide-ranging, lifelong consequences on 

health and well-being beyond the victim of such experiences (Finkelhor, 2020). The figure 

shows the three broad categories of ACEs, and the type of childhood adversity found within each 

category, creating the 10 original ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998). Described by Usmani et al. (2024) 

as possibly traumatic events and experiences with links to elongated physical, mental, and 

emotional risk factors, ACEs were initially documented in a large-scale study conducted more 

than two decades ago (Felitti et al., 1998). Conducted in two waves with more than 17,000 

participants, the Centers for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente endeavored to investigate 

unidentified and untreated ACEs in adults struggling with obesity. In addition to obesity, the 

initial study involving three categories of ACEs documented a strong relationship between the 

number of exposures to ACEs and other health risk factors, such as delayed cognitive and brain 

development in children and substance abuse in adolescents and young adults (Felitti et al., 

1998). It has since been noted that participants with four or more ACEs tend to experience 
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compromised immune systems, allostasis, and structural changes to the pre-frontal cortex (Ray et 

al., 2019; Usmani et al., 2024). 
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Figure 3 

The Three Types of ACEs 

Note. Figure 3 illustrates the Three Types of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and 

subsequent categories (Dube, 2021). 

While the original ACEs study added significantly to the research literature, Karatekin 

and Hill (2019) noted that the initial research on ACEs consisted of a majority White, college-

educated population and neglected to include the adverse childhood experiences of individuals 

whose formative experiences were grounded in the complexities of poverty, race/ethnicity, and 

social class (Hamai & Felitti, 2022). With the shifting social ecology of childhood (Finkelhor, 

2020), the authors expanded upon the consequences of ACEs by interviewing inner-city youth 

from Philadelphia in a study known as the Philadelphia ACEs project. The study found that 

household dysfunction for participants was anchored in a lack of love, parents’ exposure to 

childhood adversities, and a never-ending cycle of pain and suffering linked to poverty and a 

lack of resources (Karatekin & Hill, 2019). Living in communities marked by crime, violence, 
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and discrimination also added to the adversities of children and youth living in inner-city 

Philadelphia. The link between poverty and poor health, leading to early death, tripled the rate of 

ACEs exposure for individuals in high-stress urban communities (Ray et al., 2019). The 

consequences of ACEs, including the interruption of health and well-being for victims, leading 

to early death, are highlighted in Figure 4. The ACEs Pyramid displays the mechanisms by 

which adverse childhood experiences influence the health and well-being of a child throughout 

the lifespan. 

Figure 4 

ACEs Pyramid 

Note. Figure 4 illustrates the ACEs pyramid (Felitti et al., 1998) demonstrating how adverse 

childhood experiences can disrupt social, emotional, and cognitive functioning, leading to an 

early death. 

Whereas there is no agreed-upon definition of adverse childhood experiences, ACEs have 

a common thread of toxicity, including violence, threats of violence, incarceration, and varying 

forms of abuse impacting the lives of children, as evidenced through adulthood (Finkelhor, 2020; 
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Petrucelli et al., 2019). When disaggregated by race and income (Mersky et al., 2021), families 

earning $15,000 or less annually and those undereducated bear an inordinate share of ACEs. 

With ACEs being common, and more than half of the American population encountering at least 

one negative childhood experience, past research on inequalities based on race, economic status, 

and gender remains limited, and its intersectionality has been ignored (Mersky et al., 2021). 

The seminal ACEs study conducted by the Centers for Disease Control (Felitti & Anda, 

1998) as well as studies conducted by Merrick et al. (2018), showed that abuse, neglect, and 

household dysfunction have long-term effects on individuals across racial/ethnic, economic, and 

gender-related lines (Mersky et al., 2021). Similar findings were also echoed, documenting the 

presence of ACEs across multiple geographic regions in the United States, both rural and urban 

(Merrick et al., 2018). While ACEs were shown to influence the overall health and well-being of 

a majority White, college-educated population in the original ACEs study, emerging studies 

reveal that ACEs are not equally distributed across various members of society, specifically the 

poor and disenfranchised (Finkelhor, 2020). Disenfranchised members of society identifying as 

Black, Hispanic, and LGBTQIA+ are three times more likely to be influenced by ACEs 

(Merrick, 2018). Undereducated, underemployed, or hard-to-employ groups help elevate the 

general understanding of why some people are at increased risk of experiencing ACEs and others 

are not. ACEs span multiple generations for some traditionally marginalized groups (Usmani et 

al., 2024). 

To support this statement, Swerbenski and Gary (2020) conducted a study with 100 

African American expectant mothers living in low-income urban communities. The findings of 

this study revealed that expectant mothers self-reported elevated levels of adversity during their 

childhood years and later suffered from a range of mental and physical ailments, including 
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thoughts of suicide, anxiety, and depression (Swerbenski & Gary, 2020). The use of tobacco and 

other substances before or during their pregnancies, placing their unborn babies at risk for 

experiencing the same fate, was rooted in their childhood adversities. Whereas the study 

conducted by Swerbenski and Gary (2020) has limitations relative to self-reporting and self-

identification of gender and race, the differentiation of exposure to ACEs has implications for 

preventing ACEs and creating protective environments for marginalized school-aged children. 

Despite multi-decade decreases in physical abuse across all demographic types (Finkelhor, 

2020), the research literature cautions that priority should be given to groups and individuals 

influenced by ACEs based on race/ethnicity, gender, and income (Mersky et al., 2021). 

Urban Communities and the Genesis of Novice Teachers 

The genesis of novice teachers in high-poverty, low-income, marginalized environments 

can be traced to the nation’s earliest years when non-White students were excluded from 

educational opportunities (Kober, 2022). From the periods before the Civil War to the era of Jim 

Crow through Brown v. Board of Education, children in marginalized environments have not had 

equal access to educational opportunities or qualified teachers (McKinney et al., 2024). Despite 

economic and technological advances occurring in the decades since the desegregation of public 

schools, marginalized communities continue to bear far more inexperienced teachers serving 

more children affected by crime, economic strife, and other adversities connected to poverty 

(McKinney et al., 2024). While teachers serving students in less economically advantaged 

environments are less likely to be certified, they are needed to support the educational needs of 

more than 13 million impoverished school-aged children (Reilly et al., 2025). 
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It has been well-documented in the research literature that when viewed through the lens 

of race/ethnicity, gender, and income, marginalized groups and those living in high-poverty, low-

income communities bear the unequal burden of ACEs (Mersky et al., 2021). Additional findings 

noted that school-aged children facing negative childhood experiences rooted in poverty and 

poverty-related challenges require prioritized attention from society to produce ideal life and 

educational outcomes (Berger et al., 2021). The author argued that community organizers and 

teachers should be well-versed in supporting and protecting children in traumatic situations to 

break the cycle of poverty and adversities during childhood, including children prone to abuse, 

neglect, and exposure to home and community violence (Mersky et al., 2021). While the ability 

to engage in informal and formal diagnostic tools for children with ACEs would be ideal for 

novice teachers, Glassow and Jerrim (2022) argued that teachers teach far too many children 

with little to no professional experience. This assessment would only add to burdensome 

workload demands (Bettini & Park, 2021; Staeheli et al., 2023). 

Further complicating the varied influence of ACEs on poorer children, Glassow and 

Jerrim (2022) indicated in a cross-sectional study that school-aged children living in low-income 

urban communities have unequal access to qualified teachers. Noted across multiple sources, the 

problem of unequal access to the most talented teachers can be attributed to the process of 

teacher sorting (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). Whether district assigned based on SES data or 

teachers selected relative to school competition, teacher sorting occurs when experienced 

teachers elect to work in less challenging environments, thus leaving the least experienced for 

the neediest students (See et al., 2020). The concept of attracting the best teachers to students and 

communities most in need can be traced to the Coleman Report (1966), which highlighted the 

differences in educational access by race and sociodemographic factors. Children and families in 
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marginalized communities are at increased risk of inequitable life and academic outcomes 

(Bhutta et al., 2023). 

With more experienced teachers choosing to work in less challenging conditions and 

others leaving the profession due to children's overwhelming mental health needs (Dabrowski et 

al., 2025), novice teachers must save the work (Camacho et al., 2018). In discussing the 

relevance of trauma literacy, Lawson (2019) noted that ACEs contribute to many mental health 

concerns of children living in poverty, leaving experienced teachers emotionally exhausted and 

exiting the profession. With more than half of American teachers expected to retire or leave the 

profession by the end of the current decade (Fuchsman et al., 2024), novice teachers are needed 

to replace a maturing teacher workforce (Lawson et al., 2019). Although novice teachers’ 

willingness to answer the call to teach is ever-present due to teacher residency programs such as 

Teach for American (TFA) and The New Teacher Project (TNTP), the neurophysiological 

influence of ACEs on children’s ability to attend tasks socially and interact with peers weighs 

heavily on those still new to the science of teaching and learning (Ray et al., 2019). This weight 

and a lack of expertise and training to meet such challenges make novice teachers ineffective by 

default (Karatekin & Hill, 2019; McKinney et al., 2024). 

Beyond possessing the expertise and experience needed to work with children likely to 

fall outside of the mainstream, dominant narrative, Lampert (2019) argued that a critical 

challenge for novice teachers, specifically those in on-the-job preparation programs, is how to 

fully engage with not just students who may present challenges, but also with the communities in 

which students live. With retention issues threatening to undermine the creation of a stable 

teacher force (Podolsky et al., 2019), it is incumbent that novice teachers be provided with 

tangible strategies for engaging with the community (Garner, 2021). Creating ways for novice 
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teachers to engage with students and families in their natural setting is critical across all 

demographics. It is more vital in communities where parents have little voice in who stands 

before their children (Lampert, 2019). 

Used in this context as a descriptor to indicate disadvantaged groups, Danielson and 

Saxena (2019) found the concept of community to be both political and problematic. While 

novice teachers must engage with communities that may not mirror their own, preparation 

programs and school district leaders must strategically make use of models that immerse teachers 

into their school communities while simultaneously avoiding stereotypes that pity those living in 

poverty, thus creating deficit mindsets (Danielson & Saxena, 2019). Bronfenbrenner’s 

socioecological model (1979) has been used to set the context for the intersection of home and 

community, for which the school is most integral. Studies have continuously pointed to ACEs as 

indicators of poor life and educational outcomes. Still, when provided with a clear starting point 

for supporting students influenced by ACEs and strategies for intervention, there remains a 

likelihood of retaining novice teachers in urban communities (Podolsky et al., 2019). While all 

professions must have a starting point, for novice teachers in urban communities, their starting 

point often occurs at the intersectionality of race and poverty (Mersky et al., 2021). 

The Challenges of Novice Teachers in Urban Communities 

Teaching in the 21st century has become increasingly complex, with significant 

responsibilities for adding to the social welfare of society, even for teachers with the expertise to 

address a wide range of student needs (Kozikoglu & Sendemoglu, 2021). Teachers in the modern 

era face unprecedented demands to meet all students' social, emotional, and academic needs 

(French, 2020). Despite their challenges in the classroom, pressure is even greater for novice 

teachers in urban environments. Novice teachers in urban environments are unique in that they 
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must serve as both experts and learners while addressing the needs of students and preserving 

their own social-emotional well-being (French, 2020). Beyond the challenges of being new to an 

evolving and increasingly intricate practice, the experiences of urban teachers range from feeling 

like student experiences were beyond their locus of control to feeling like they need a break 

(Camacho et al., 2018). Apart from their suburban peers, novice teachers in urban environments 

experience similar challenges, as noted in the research literature. These challenges common 

among novice teachers are partly due to supporting students likely to face abuse, neglect, 

household dysfunction, or community violence (Fleckman et al., 2022; Reilly et al., 2025). 

In a study focused on the challenges of novice teachers beyond the United States, 

Kozikoglu and Sendemoglu (2021) collected data from more than 900 novice teachers, echoing 

similar themes as those revealed in similar studies, including experiences with administrators, 

colleagues, community members, and students (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022; Lawson et al., 2019). 

The anticipation, enthusiasm, and lofty desires often observed in novice teachers at the start of 

their first professional experience (Moir, 1990), as noted in Figure 5, are often overshadowed by 

the expectations of administrators, parents, and community stakeholders (Camacho et al., 2018). 

The figure shows Moir’s phases experienced by new and novice teachers experience throughout 

the academic year, including teacher emotions and attitudes. In addition to the expectations 

placed on novice teachers, these beginning professionals are likely to find themselves engaged in 

an emotional journey (Lindqvist et al., 2023) whereby they strive to balance lesson 

implementation, not doing an excellent job, relationships with students, demanding workloads, 

and student behaviors (Lindqvist et al., 2023). This level of emotional navigation often places 

new and novice teachers in a state of survival mode. These challenges could influence all aspects 

of a novice teacher’s life (Kozikoglu & Sendemoglu, 2023). 
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Figure 5 

Phases of First-Year Teachers 

Note. Figure 5 illustrates Moir’s (1990) phases of first-year teachers beginning with anticipation 

and ending with reflection by the close of the academic year. 

While the concerns identified do not apply to the experiences of all novice teachers, 

French (2020) noted in a study of first-year teachers that novice teachers often experience a 

cultural mismatch between themselves and the students they teach, superseding race and 

ethnicity. In interviews with special education teachers, Ziaian-Ghafari and Berg (2019) also 

noted this cultural mismatch. The cultural mismatch is likened to a phenomenon known as 

practice or reality shock (Skytterstad et al., 2025), which occurs when teachers experience a 

disconnect between their ideals and the realities of teaching. Practice shock has been known to 

leave novice teachers frustrated and lacking the confidence needed to meet the diverse needs of 

students in situations that differ from their ideals of teaching (French, 2020). 

Although limited due to the number of novice teachers participating in the study, French 

(2020) interviewed and observed four first-year teachers to explore their social-emotional 

experiences in challenging environments. The experiences of a novice teacher in the study 
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highlighted how a beginning teacher could express anticipation and enthusiasm at the start of the 

school year but shift into survival and disillusionment as each month passes. With increased 

workloads, grand expectations, and challenging student behaviors two of the novice teachers 

involved in the study believed the challenges they experienced were due to the student’s 

socioeconomic status, complicated home lives, poor parenting, and the communities in which the 

students lived. Conversely, another novice teacher engaged in the same study began the 

academic year with anticipation and optimism. Despite the challenges and range of experiences 

during the school year, the novice teacher appreciated the classroom's diversity and the 

surrounding community's unique experiences, adding to their overall social-emotional 

experience as a novice teacher in an urban environment (Camacho, 2018). 

Adding to the complexities experienced by novice teachers in urban environments, 

Kamrath and Bradford (2020) identified additional themes related to the difficulties experienced 

by novice teachers. These themes included building or principal leadership, low salaries, and 

lack of collegial and mentoring support. With up to 60% of American school-aged children 

experiencing at least one of the categories of ACEs, the frustrations for novice teachers in urban 

environments are magnified, taking a more significant toll on the social-emotional experiences of 

this group of beginning professionals (Brandt et al., 2019). Of the challenges identified by novice 

teachers within the research literature, working conditions noted by Bettini and Park (2022) were 

most prevalent. While the obstacles imposed upon novice teachers have raised the question of 

whether they avoid high-poverty student populations (Ansley & Hutchins, 2019), novice teachers 

tend to express concerns regarding poor working conditions over many of the other challenges 

they experience (French, 2020). Working conditions, including building facilities, 

administration, leadership, and new teacher support, could readily address and improve novice 
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teachers' overall professional experience, resulting in higher retention rates (Lawson et al., 2019; 

McKinney et al., 2024). 

Burnout, Compassion Fatigue, and Compassion Satisfaction 

Initially rooted in gender, race, and class, American public schooling was created by 

religious reformers to restore societal harmony brought about by social fractions (O’Donnell, 

2021). Though the fundamental ideals of public education remain, children in historically 

disadvantaged urban communities are less likely to have ideal experiences as they are far more 

likely to be taught by teachers with less expertise than those from a more affluent or middle-

income background (Urban et al., 2019). Teachers in urban environments, specifically those 

identified as novices, spend seven to eight hours daily with students likely to witness home or 

community violence. In a study exploring secondary traumatic stress in educators and the need 

for trauma literacy, Scheepers and Young (2021) noted that secondary traumatic stress relative to 

the time teachers spend in close contact and communication with students has been identified as 

a hidden cause of negative adult outcomes for novice teachers. These often-unexplored causes 

include adult disengagement, depression, changes in mood, sleeplessness, and teacher turnover 

(Lawson et al., 2019). In known instances where children may be exposed to violence, it has 

been shown to interrupt sleep patterns and cause intrusive thoughts among novice teachers who 

may feel it is their responsibility to fix the problem (Fleckman et al., 2022). Furthermore, the 

nature of trusting interactions between teacher and student places teachers in a unique position to 

naturally learn about the adverse, often traumatic experiences their students face (Brandt et al., 

2020). Studies on compassion fatigue and teachers’ intent to leave the profession noted that 

caring is costly, underscoring secondary traumatic stress, which is common among those in 

helping professions (Brandt et al. 2019). 
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In a study exploring secondary traumatic stress, burnout, and compassion satisfaction, 

Fleckman et al. (2022) also noted that prolonged exposure to students experiencing trauma and 

adversities weighs heavily on novices shown to internalize the pain and adversities of their 

students. Mirroring symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), secondary traumatic 

stress has been conceptualized by some researchers as an extreme form of burnout, with 

compassion fatigue being the other (Marshall, 2023). Taking on a vulnerable role with little to no 

training in supporting students likely to face ACEs, without the appropriate social-emotional 

support, novice teachers are likely to face extremes in secondary traumatic stress, ranging from 

anger, sadness, confusion, and emotional exhaustion (Lawson et al., 2019). While symptoms of 

secondary traumatic stress vary by race/ethnicity and sex (Schepers, 2023), secondary traumatic 

stress in teachers has resulted in such extremes as the potential for depression, stomach issues, 

and anxiety-related issues (Bock et al., 2020). 

Similarly, studies by Brandt et al. (2020) involving 224 elementary school teachers in 

low-income environments found that novices working with students exposed to trauma 

experienced irritability and avoidance, exacerbating work-related demands and stress. Irritability 

and avoidance were further linked to adult mental health issues and workplace dissatisfaction for 

some. Irritability, avoidance, and workplace dissatisfaction are commonly referred to within the 

literature as burnout (Lemieux-Cumberlege et al., 2024). Characterized by cynicism and 

depersonalization resulting in a decreased sense of personal accomplishment, this form of job-

related exhaustion is common among frontline professionals. As illustrated in Moir’s (1990) 

attitude and emotional phases experienced by first-year teachers, burnout develops over a period 

ranging from months to years. 
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Unlike burnout, compassion fatigue, as noted by Koenig (2018), can emerge after a 

secondary encounter, signaling naturally occurring emotions common among those supporting 

individuals facing adverse or traumatic experiences. Whereas research on compassion fatigue 

and novice teachers remains limited, recent studies conducted by Ziaian-Ghafari and Berg (2019) 

exploring the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers working with special education 

students revealed that as much as 81% of novice teachers working in urban environments 

expressed varying levels of compassion satisfaction based on results from the Secondary 

Traumatic Stress Scale (STSS). Arising from the human instinct to help others, compassion 

satisfaction has been noted in studies involving Canadian novice teachers supporting students 

encountering ACEs (Koenig, 2018). In exploring the need for trauma-informed literacy within 

the education profession, Lawson et al. (2019) noted the need for professional development and 

training to address burnout, compassion fatigue, and secondary stress in novice teachers, 

including opportunities for peer support and mental wellness. 

Despite the negative experiences associated with burnout, secondary traumatic stress, and 

flashbacks, recollections, and detachment associated with compassion fatigue, compassion 

satisfaction balances the three. Compassion satisfaction was identified as a significant theme in a 

study conducted by Fleckman et al. (2022) designed to understand the reactions of teachers 

working with children exposed to trauma. Often cited as an understudied theme (Brandt et al., 

2020), compassion satisfaction is described as a protective barrier for novice teachers in urban 

environments. Compassion in teachers originates from witnessing a blend of sadness, feelings, 

and emotions relative to the suffering of children in adverse situations (Brandt et al., 2020). For 

novice teachers in urban environments, this may include school and community violence, abuse, 

neglect, and household dysfunction (Oplatka & Gamerman, 2021). 
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Compassion is rooted in the tradition of philosophy and religion and, much like 

compassion fatigue, has been described as a vicarious experience Semi-structured interviews 

conducted with novice teachers, noted that it is often difficult for beginning teachers to 

intentionally look beyond themselves and into the suffering of others due to the challenges they 

may be experiencing (Koenig et al., 2018). Novice teachers capable of practicing compassion 

experienced less anxiety and fewer desires to leave the profession (Oplatka & Gamerman, 2021). 

Just as working conditions and building leadership have been cited within the research literature 

as critical contributors to the negative experiences that novice teachers face (McKinney et al., 

2024), these same factors, when addressed, can also serve as critical predictors of teacher 

satisfaction for novice teachers in urban environments (Ouellette et al., 2018). 

Novice Teachers and Socially Just Teaching Practices in Urban Environments 

With urban schools and communities serving as symbols of cultural, ethnic, racial, and 

linguistic diversity, Howard and Milner (2021) argued that novice teachers need more than 

pedagogical practices to reach an increasingly diverse student population, specifically those 

existing in marginalized communities. While novice teachers must learn the rigors of teaching 

and possess a depth of content knowledge for a wide range of learners, socially just teaching 

approaches have earned a place in the canon of undergraduate and graduate teacher preparation 

programs (Howard & Milner, 2021). Though controversial in educational circles, socially just 

teaching practices are tools to help teachers transform policies into practice and support 

pedagogies that increase academic and life opportunities for disadvantaged student populations 

(French, 2020). More likely to be implemented by idealistic novice teachers, socially just 

teaching practices begins with acknowledging an inherent privilege and disadvantage within 

student populations that may or may not be agnostic of race. Beyond being idealistic in their 
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approaches to socially just teaching when working with students with adversities, novices 

employing these practices often possess an awareness of the beliefs and values they bring with 

them into the classroom (Howard & Milner, 2021). This awareness allows novice teachers in 

urban environments implementing socially just teaching practices to view themselves as change 

agents working in structurally broken systems likely to repeat cycles of adverse childhood 

experiences (Borrero et al., 2018). 

In contrast to other documented teaching approaches, socially just teaching practices are 

closely aligned with the social-emotional experiences of those showing compassion toward the 

social and political circumstances of children affected by adversity (Haverly et al., 2018).  

Therefore, novice teachers committed to socially just teaching practices have been shown to 

bring their full emotional range to the job, even at the risk of burnout, compassion fatigue, and 

secondary traumatic stress (Fleckman, 2022). A comparative case study focused on the agency of 

two elementary science teachers found that the teachers’ identities and past experiences 

influenced the way their socially just teaching practices empowered them to teach science in 

ways that encouraged students to challenge their thoughts and enrich discussions beyond systems 

designed for rote learning (Chen & Mensah, 2021). 

Although the ongoing challenges of novice teachers in urban environments can take a 

social-emotional toll, resulting in high levels of distress and anxiety (Schmidt & Fosu, 2019), 

novice teachers can also present an evolved image of competence, commitment to socially just 

teaching practices, and knowledge when empowered with the resources, materials, and strategies 

to meet student needs (Lawson et al., 2019). A qualitative case study exploring sense-making 

opportunities in the elementary science classrooms of novice teachers in urban environments 

revealed that this form of inquiry and discussion creates moments for novices to encourage 
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students to question phenomena through discussion and questioning (Haverly et al., 2018). 

Although not easily employed by all novices, sense-making—a form of socially just teaching— 

has been known to create equitable opportunities for novice teachers to close the social divide by 

encouraging their students, specifically those in marginalized communities, to question the world 

around them (Borrero et al., 2018; Haverly et al., 2018). Defying negative stereotypes of middle-

class teachers facing insurmountable odds, novice teachers who employ socially just teaching 

acknowledged they derived satisfaction from helping children in adverse conditions (Camacho et 

al., 2018). While novice teachers identified the role of compassion satisfaction in their teaching 

practices with children in marginalized communities, compassion fatigue, and burnout 

overshadowed the feeling of fulfillment derived from helping children in need (Koenig et al., 

2018). 

Novice teachers still understanding the demands of teaching may find the practice of 

socially just teaching overwhelming and may elect to adhere to implementing core content and 

curriculum. Case studies and observations conducted by French (2020) involving five novice 

teachers highlighted that, despite a range of challenges, one novice teacher implemented student 

groups that reinforced gender equity and healthy racial practices with success. Novice teachers 

have used socially just teaching practices within their classrooms to give students a voice and 

perspective, regardless of background and circumstances. Student behaviors often attributed to 

family context and other social constructs are dismantled (Chen & Mensah, 2021). 

To avoid oversimplification in employing socially just teaching practices, Zhukova 

(2018) suggested that teacher preparation programs must take the lead in equipping novice 

teachers with resources, strategies, and other media that empower them to work effectively with 

children exposed to ACEs. While socially just teaching practices fare better in school settings 
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where the values of the administration and the community embrace racial and social inequities, 

socially just teaching enables novice teachers to find passion and remain in urban environments 

for up to six years beyond the novice phase of teaching (Bettini & Park, 2021). 

Retention of Novice Teachers in Urban Environments 

Research on novice teachers in urban educational environments with children likely to 

face ACEs would be incomplete without acknowledging teacher retention and turnover issues 

(Marshall, 2023). While teacher sorting ensures that children in disadvantaged communities can 

access teachers, even if the teachers lack experience (Luschei & Jeong, 2018), this inequitable 

practice cannot guarantee that novices will remain in schools and districts beyond the early stage 

of their careers. With as much as 33% of novice teachers in urban environments leaving within 

the first three years and 70% of novice teachers having gone within the first five years of 

professional experience, school districts are left in a never-ending cycle of hiring, recruiting, and 

training (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). Research has documented that there is a financial and 

human cost to school districts that fail to retain novice teachers Darling-Hammond (2019). 

Beyond the cost of professional development, training, and preparation programs designed to 

create a cadre of experienced teachers, the human cost to students and families is not as easily 

measured. 

When novice teachers leave already fragile communities, a level of trust has been 

violated. Research on communities conducted by Lampert (2019) noted that faith must be rebuilt 

with children, families, and community stakeholders when teachers leave, no matter the reason. 

Conversely, collaboration is sustained when teachers stay and bonds are strengthened (Camacho, 

2018; Murrell, 2000). Categorized as leavers, stayers, and movers, See et al. (2020) noted key 

reasons why novice teachers remain, leave the profession, or move on to less challenging work 
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environments. This sub-theme was also evident in research conducted by Kamrath and Bradford 

(2020) among novice teachers who decided to stay in environments that may have contributed to 

varying levels of burnout, compassion fatigue, and secondary traumatic stress. At the same time, 

novice teachers in the study cited effective leadership, collegial and social interactions, 

mentoring, and opportunities for decision-making as reasons to stay. Glassow and Jerrim (2022) 

found that these same factors contributed to why novice teachers left. 

While working conditions, leadership, peer, and mentoring support have been cited 

within the research, novice teachers who elect to leave also cite lessor explored feelings of 

isolation and unmotivated students as reasons for leaving within the novice stage of their careers 

(Ziaian-Ghafari & Berg, 2019). Academic pressures related to teaching children who may need 

more grade-level support and the stress of being evaluated are among the lesser-explored factors 

contributing to the inability to retain novice teachers in urban environments (Bettini & Park, 

2021). With factors beyond the workplace, including physical/mental health and personal 

relationships influencing the decisions of novice teachers to leave, those who remain in the 

profession and move on to other schools rarely move into similar urban environments (See et al., 

2020). Whereas qualitative studies are not meant to be generalizable (Creswell, 2018) and the 

research cited on teacher retention referenced case studies, implications remain for retaining 

novice teachers in urban environments. 

With students of color living in disadvantaged communities taught by novice teachers 

aged 25-45, school districts, administrators, and teacher preparation programs must work to 

maintain novice teachers. While teaching is a stressful profession, with up to 93% of all teachers 

experiencing extreme levels of stress (Ouellette et al., 2018), more should be done to reduce 

teacher stress whenever possible, such that novice teachers can persevere and students benefit 
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from this perseverance (Ziaian-Ghafari & Berg, 2019). Administrators who have the closest 

contact with novice teachers within their buildings must pay close attention to and consider the 

thoughts and feelings of novice teachers in their learning environments (Tran &Duo, 2019). 

Clear, actionable plans for student discipline, recruiting community groups and clinicians to 

support student mental health, and recognizing teachers' efforts will increase the likelihood of 

retaining novice teachers (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). Finally, relationships, whether initiated 

through mentoring or social interactions between colleagues, have been cited as why novice 

teachers leave and why they remain. In settings where teachers spend most of their time, it is 

critical that administrators foster relationships that create a sense of belonging and community. 

(Tran & Duo, 2019). Social interaction, recognition, and emotional support will do much to 

ensure that teachers in urban environments can fully support students with adverse childhood 

experiences (Kamrath & Bradford, 2019). 

Ethical Assurances 

To fully explore the influence of student ACEs on the social-emotional experiences of 

novice elementary school teachers in urban environments, approval from National University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) was granted. Seeking IRB approval allowed individuals to 

engage in research with human subjects. Grounded in The Belmont Report (Pub. L. 38-348), IRB 

permission was granted to ensure that this study adhered to ethical guidelines stating that human 

subjects would be protected from unnecessary harm. This study demonstrated respect for 

persons, beneficence, and justice, with the understanding that human subjects participated in this 

study of their own free will and were treated as autonomous agents capable of making their own 

decisions (Health, Education, & Welfare, 1979). 
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This qualitative phenomenological study was designed to explore the lived experiences of 

novice elementary teachers in urban environments experiencing social-emotional stressors while 

working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 

2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), possibly leading to burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 

2025). Any threats to the experiences of novice teachers were established through building a 

trusting rapport before employing any of the study’s data collection methods. Establishing a 

trusting rapport through transparency begins with fairness and distribution within the research 

and ensuring that all information shared during the data collection process remains confidential 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Reducing risks to participants further included safeguarding 

information shared during interviews and document collection and ensuring that data collected 

was secured and protected from carelessness on the researcher’s part. Protecting data collected 

during the data collection process reduced legal and psychological risks that could arise from 

participants fearing that the researcher has not protected their information. 

Critical to this study, issues of confidentiality were addressed early in the data collection 

process. Likely to occur in the same study, confidentiality refers to the individual conducting the 

study being fully aware of who the participants are and taking care to protect any identifying 

information. Confidentiality occurred when the researcher changed the names of participants to 

protect their identities (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Per the IRB, minimizing risks included 

reading aloud the informed consent prior to participants engaging in any of the three interviews 

and sharing documents that reflected their experiences. Finally, confidential data, including 

interview transcripts and confidential documents, were secured by creating backups to electronic 

devices and using password-protected folders for each participant. 
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Citing participant information extended into confidentiality issues (Korstjens & Moser, 

2018). Every effort was made to provide the highest level of confidentiality as it related to the 

data collected from novice teachers. Beyond keeping identifying information password 

protected, codes served as another form of confidentiality. Codes were used when referring to 

novice teachers in a way recognizable only to the researcher. In addition to pseudonyms for each 

participant, confidential codes also included referring to participants NT1 and NT2, concluding 

through each novice teacher involved in the study. Minimizing risks to participant information 

was reduced by collecting data essential to the study’s purpose, reducing the researcher from 

being inundated with information that may not be needed to fulfill the study’s purpose. Data 

collected from novice teachers will be deleted after three years, as outlined in the Belmont 

Report (National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and 

Behavioral Research, 1979). 

The role of the researcher in a qualitative study is to gain insight through reflection into a 

problem impacting the natural world (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The researcher must 

acknowledge their inherent position of power as they serve as conductors of the study. 

Positionality within a research study is defined as the individual's social location, role, and 

relationships with the study’s context (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). An individual’s positionality 

can impact the research process, making it imperative that researchers acknowledge their 

positions of power by bracketing or epoching their experiences with the study’s topic. Thus, this 

researcher must bracket experiences as a novice teacher working under many of the same 

conditions with similar sociodemographic populations. Reflexive and reflective practices were 

used to explore the lived experiences of novice teachers influenced by the ACEs of the students 

they teach. In addition to drawing contrasts to professional encounters with student ACEs, 
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reflexive journaling was used as a form of self-examination forcing one to acknowledge the 

influence of previously held biases, assumptions, and identities that could have influenced the 

study. 

Summary 

Teacher shortages, issues of retention, and an exodus from the field of education due to 

workload demands and compassion fatigue have left the teaching profession struggling to fill 

vacancies in school districts across the United States (McKinney et al., 2024; Reilly et al., 2025). 

With more than half of the current teacher workforce predicted to leave or retire by the decade’s 

end, less experienced teachers have been hired to lead classrooms once occupied by experienced 

career educators (Lawson, 2019). While shortages and professional burnout influence teachers in 

wealthy, middle-income, and impoverished communities, teacher sorting has led to poorer 

communities receiving an abundance of novice teachers who are frequently ill-prepared to meet 

the challenges of students affected by ACEs (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). With the consequences 

of ACEs influencing more than the victim and their families (Usmani et al., 2024), the first 

chapter of this study established a foundation for the influence of ACEs on novice teachers 

working in urban educational environments. 

Describing urban as high-poverty communities that have been historically disadvantaged 

(Lampert, 2019), the study’s problem is that novice elementary school teachers in urban 

environments are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences (Fleckman et al., 2022), possibly contributing to 

teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Bettini & Park, 2021). This study was guided by two 

research questions to understand the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments as they support students with ACEs and how they cope with their feelings about 
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the ACEs of the students they teach. In addition to the identified problem and purpose, this study 

began by understanding the consequences of ACEs and the genesis of novice teachers in urban 

environments. The challenges and experiences of novice teachers in urban environments were 

explored, leading to a review of the literature on burnout, compassion satisfaction, and 

compassion fatigue. The literature review’s themes and subthemes synthesized the most recent 

research relative to the influence of ACEs on novice teachers in urban environments (Bettini & 

Park, 2021). Though no singular definition of ACEs exists, the research literature commonly lists 

abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction as defining categories (Felitti et al., 1998). Described 

as potentially traumatic events reoccurring in a child’s life affecting their general health and 

well-being, abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction are even more noticeable when 

disaggregated by race, gender, and income, affecting children under the age of 18 living in 

marginalized communities (Mersky et al., 2021; Usmani et al., 2024). 

The difficulties children with ACEs encounter in their daily classroom experiences are 

significant challenges for novice teachers attempting to provide academic and social-emotional 

support to children in communities with limited resources (Fleckman, 2022). Despite the 

challenge’s novice teachers experience, when presented with mentoring support, effective 

building leadership, and the opportunity to engage in socially just teaching practices, novice 

teachers have the potential to surpass the novice stage of their careers (Bettini & Park, 2021; 

Moir, 1990). Overrepresented in urban communities and often deemed inherently ineffective 

(McKinney et al., 2024), novice teachers have been shown to meet the challenges of supporting 

students while balancing demanding workloads by employing socially just teaching practices 

within their classrooms. Shown to match the ideologies of novice teachers, socially just teaching 

practices empower novice teachers within their classrooms as they move beyond the survival 
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phase of teaching (Chen & Mensah, 2021; Lampert, 2019). When provided with the appropriate 

administrative and programmatic support, novice teachers can navigate systems of race, gender, 

and diversity to become experienced professionals able to meet the needs of children with ACEs 

despite its multi-layered influence on them as novice teachers in urban environments (Kamrath 

& Bradford, 2020). While this section established the study’s foundation, the next section will 

describe the methodology and design used to explore this topic in detail. 
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Section 2: Methodology and Design 

The problem addressed in this study is that novice elementary school teachers in urban 

environments are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), 

possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). The 

purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the feelings and experiences 

of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are exposed to social-

emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs), possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et 

al., 2025). 

Generally defined as childhood abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction (Felitti et al., 

1998), ACEs have been shown to influence frontline professionals, including novice teachers 

assigned to teach in urban environments (Fleckman et al., 2022). The long-standing practice of 

teacher sorting assigns novice teachers to work in marginalized communities marred by abuse, 

neglect, and household dysfunction (Glassow & Jerrim, 2019). Novice teachers in marginalized 

communities are more likely to face burnout and compassion fatigue than their peers in higher-

income environments (Camacho et al., 2018). The issues novice teachers face in urban 

environments reveal trajectories toward leaving the profession and threaten novice teachers' 

emotional and psychological well-being (Schmidt & Fosu, 2019). 

Urban school environments regularly present novice teachers with more challenging 

experiences than those in affluent educational environments (Bettini & Park, 2021). While 

challenges vary among urban school environments, novice teachers in marginalized communities 

are influenced by the unsafe home and community environments encountered by most of the 
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children they teach (Finkelhor, 2019). These challenges can result in higher levels of internalized 

stress exhibited through emotional exhaustion, compassion fatigue, anxiety, depersonalization, or 

frustration, adding to the range of social-emotional experiences of novice teachers (Camacho et 

al., 2018; Reilly et al., 2025). Given that novice teachers spend a significant amount of time in 

relationship with children facing a range of adversities with limited support in how best to 

address their needs (Fleckman et al., 2022), this study used qualitative methods to explore the 

experiences of novice teachers in urban environments who are influenced by the ACEs of the 

students they teach. 

Section 2 provides an overview of the methodology and design used to explore the lived 

experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban educational environments relative to 

the influence of the ACEs of their students on their social-emotional experiences as novice 

teachers. This section began with the research methodology and design before moving into the 

population, sample, materials, and instrumentation needed for this qualitative study. This section 

further includes data collection and analysis methods, assumptions, limitations, and delimitations 

involving sample size and characteristics. The research problem, purpose, and aligned research 

questions designed to explore how and in what ways novice teachers in urban environments are 

influenced by the ACEs of the students they teach and how they cope with their feelings were 

appropriate for a qualitative, phenomenological research design as illustrated by the 

characteristics of qualitative inquiry. 

Design and Method 

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological research design to explore novice 

elementary school teachers in urban environments exposed to social-emotional stressors while 

working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 
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2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation 

(Reilly et al., 2025). Characterized by description and exploration (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019), 

qualitative research was used to understand an organizational social setting through the views 

and perspectives of novice teachers influenced by the ACEs of their students. Qualitative 

research contains vital features critical to the exploration of this topic. This non-numerical form 

of research is naturalistic and descriptive (Creswell & Poth, 2018), meaning thick, rich 

descriptions of novice teachers' experiences within their natural school, classroom, or community 

environments were provided. 

The subjective nature of qualitative research was used to collect and analyze information 

about the lived experiences of novice teachers likely to be influenced by student ACEs through a 

three-series interview approach (Seidman, 2006) and document collection and analysis (Morgan, 

2022). Information was collected from novice teachers in words, phrases, images, and direct 

quotes, each providing insight into their lived experiences as novice teachers in urban elementary 

school environments. Qualitative research offers a range of data collection methods. Of the 

various data collection methods, in-person, and electronic interviews, personal, physical/artifacts, 

and professional documents were used to explore participants' experiences. Field notes and 

member checking were used to bridge the data collection and analysis gap. With qualitative 

research being naturalistic and descriptive, the natural environments of novice teachers were 

highlighted to describe how and why specific things occur in the context of a novice teacher's 

social-emotional experiences such that the study's research questions are addressed (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). 

Involving the collection, analysis, and interpretation of participant data, qualitative 

research was suited for this study as the interpretive practices consistent with this methodology 
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made the participants' world visible to the readers of the study (Babchuk, 2019). Collecting 

analyzing, and interpreting data through a qualitative approach was used to create descriptions 

that amplify the feelings, experiences, and perspectives of novice teachers influenced by the 

ACEs of their students. Time and resources were committed to appropriately address the study's 

problem, purpose, and research questions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). The time and resources 

dedicated to collecting data from novice teachers in this study reflected the desire to address the 

real-world problem and the experiences that novice teachers in urban environments influenced 

by the ACEs of their students encounter. 

Whereas a qualitative research design was appropriately situated to explore and apply 

meaning to the experiences of novice teachers engaged in this study, a quantitative approach to 

this study could not address the meaning that individuals or groups apply to a social or human 

problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Unlike qualitative research, quantitative research methods 

emphasize quantifying and analyzing variables to get results (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 

Quantitative research uses numerical data and statistical formulas to answer questions to research 

problems that can be quantified in terms of who, what, where, when, and how many. While 

quantitative studies also begin with a statement of the problem, a hypothesis is developed such 

that experiments may be conducted to prove or disprove the hypothesis, (Mulisa, 2022). Unlike 

qualitative research, where findings may be transferable to similar settings (Korstjens & Moser, 

2018), quantitative findings can often be generalized to larger populations. Whereas quantitative 

research can explain a phenomenon in objective, numerical terms, the influence of student ACEs 

on novice teachers' experiences in urban environments is not quantifiable. Novice teachers in this 

study shared the common phenomenon of being influenced by the abuse, neglect, and other 

forms of ACEs their students living in marginalized communities are likely to face. 
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Qualitative research hosts five distinct research designs, each appropriate for a specific 

problem, purpose, and research questions. Each of the five qualitative research designs was 

examined before using a phenomenological research design to explore the influence of student 

ACEs on the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban elementary school 

environments. Extending across disciplines, phenomenology is defined as what shows itself in 

the consciousness or eidos of the lived experiences of a group of individuals (van Manen & van 

Manen, 2021). This definition applies to gaining insight into the lived experiences of urban 

novice teachers as their individual and collective expressions will be added to understanding 

their life histories, the details of their experiences, and the reflective meaning they applied to 

their experiences (Seidman, 2006). Phenomenology is the philosophy of experience allowing 

individuals to be studied without force from those studying the phenomenon, strengthening the 

need to explore the realities of the natural settings where participants interact with the 

phenomenon being studied (Neubauer et al., 2019). Critical to this study, phenomenology was 

used to reduce the participants' individual experiences in their respective schools, classrooms, 

and communities to a shared involvement surrounding the influence of their experiences and 

events with student ACEs (Mertler, 2019). 

The collective or shared experience for individuals often includes such common 

phenomena as grief, anger, anxiety, and loneliness (vanManen & vanManen, 2021). While 

ACEs' influence on novice teachers in urban environments remains underexplored (Bettini & 

Park, 2022), ACEs are intertwined with multiple shared phenomena communal to human 

experience. The shared phenomena within ACEs include but are not limited to substance use, 

maltreatment, mental illness, and incarceration (Felitti et al.,1998) each having the potential to 

influence novice teachers negatively (Bettini & Park, 2021). While each broad category and 
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classification of ACEs may influence novice teachers in urban environments, each participant 

had multiple ways of interpreting and applying their subjective meaning to the phenomenon's 

influence on their social-emotional experiences. While interpretations of the influence of the 

categories of ACEs on their experiences varied from one novice teacher to the next, the 

commonalities made the multi-layered phenomenon of ACEs worthy of qualitative exploration. 

Before selecting a phenomenological research design, both a narrative and case study 

research design were carefully considered. While not recommended for graduate students and 

novice researchers due to its complexity (Mertler, 2019), a narrative research design was initially 

considered for this study. While a phenomenological research design was used to describe and 

interpret the lived experiences of novice teachers in urban environments influenced by student 

ACEs, a narrative research design makes room for the construction and reconstruction of 

participants' personal stories within the study (DeVaney, 2018). Furthermore, a narrative 

research design allows for the unfolding of a participant's story through chronologically 

connected events (Asenahabi, 2019). The primary purpose of this biographical approach to 

qualitative research is for individuals to narrate their experiences through a detailed storytelling 

approach (DeVaney, 2018). While human beings exist as natural storytelling organisms, the 

influence of student ACEs on novice teachers in urban environments need not be shared through 

chronologically connected, story-like events. Novice teachers who participated in this study were 

free to narrate the details of their experiences with the phenomenon through specific events that 

held the most significance to them. This study aimed to explore the influence of ACEs through 

the individual experiences of novice teachers to describe a shared phenomenon, not their 

biographical, chronological experiences as teachers in urban environments influenced by the 

adverse childhood experiences of their students. 
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In addition to a narrative research design, a case study approach was also considered. 

Defined as an in-depth analysis of a single, restricted entity or case, a case study design involves 

studying an identified phenomenon within a real-life, contemporary context (Kekeya, 2021). 

Unlike a phenomenological research design, a case study approach to qualitative research may be 

concrete, focusing on an individual case, a small group, an organization, or a relationship 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). A case study approach is used in studies to focus on a broadly defined 

case ranging from individuals to projects or abstract concepts, leaving the options wide-ranging 

for a graduate researcher (Kekeya, 2021). As with narrative research design, case studies are 

complex and offer more than the commonly used single case study. Case studies extend beyond 

studying one case. They may involve using an instrumental case, a collective case, or an intrinsic 

case study, requiring the individual conducting the study to understand the research design 

intimately (Kekeya, 2021). Limiting the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

educational environments influenced by ACEs to a single case would not allow for the 

intertwining of experiences needed to provide a rich description of this phenomenon. 

Examining narrative and case study research designs clarified that a phenomenological 

research design supported the positionality adopted within this study. In exploring the influence 

of student ACEs on novice teachers in urban environments, the subjective focused life histories 

continued to shape the study's topic, the choice of participants, and the process for conducting 

the study. While positionality developed over time, any personal positions that could have 

influenced the study were acknowledged, including serving as a novice teacher in similar 

environments. One may not be fully aware of how identity has been constructed based on fixed 

and fluid factors, including being an African American woman committed to working with 

novice teachers in urban environments. French (2020) noted that individuals are part of the social 
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world, and positionality implies that an individual's social-political and historical location can 

influence the totality of the research study. 

Population and Sample 

The population for this study included novice teachers working in urban elementary 

schools with children likely to face abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction (Blodgett & 

Lonigan, 2020; Felitti et al., 1998). The study's population was grounded in the practice of 

teacher sorting, which is used to place inexperienced novice teachers in hard-to-fill urban school 

environments (Lankford & Wyckoff, 2020). With teacher sorting contributing to the increase in 

novice teachers nationwide, the study's population included novice teachers working in 

marginalized urban elementary school environments across the United States. The study's 

problem was used to narrow the population to novice teachers influenced by the adverse 

childhood experiences of children living in marginalized communities where they work. 

Marginalized communities are environments where groups and individuals have experienced 

discrimination and exclusion because of unequal social, political, economic, cultural, and 

educational power structures (Sevelius et al., 2020). While ACEs occur across communities of 

all demographic classifications (Felitti et al., 1998), children in low-income, urban communities 

are exposed to disproportionate instances of adversities and trauma, changing the social ecology 

of childhood of more than 60% of poorer, non-White children (Mersky & Janczewski, 2018). 

This change in the social ecology of childhood due to sustained adversities has been shown to 

influence teachers, specifically unskilled novice teachers in urban environments (Kozikoglu, 

2017). 

The novice teachers selected to participate in this study were those assigned to teach in 

their school district's marginalized communities where students experience disparities in their 
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home or community environments, influencing the novice teachers who support them (Mersky et 

al., 2021). Based on the purpose of this study, participating novice teachers were uniquely 

qualified to share the details of their lived experiences and provide reflections on the meaning of 

their experiences as they are overly assigned and under-prepared to support children in 

communities with limited mental health resources and healthy outlets (Fleckman et al., 2022; 

Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). 

Purposeful sampling was used to determine which novice teachers to select for 

participation in this study. Defined as a group of techniques used to select participants based on 

shared characteristics needed for a study's sample (Staller, 2021) purposeful sampling allowed 

for the selection of novice teachers within a specific urban school district who met the study's 

criteria. Purposeful sampling aims to choose participants who can provide the most information 

about the study's problem and purpose (Staller, 2021). Best used in phenomenological studies for 

an in-depth focus on a small sample size, purposeful sampling was further used to collect 

information regarding the influence of student ACEs on the social-emotional experiences of 

novice elementary school teachers in urban environments. Of the purposeful sampling 

techniques, criterion sampling was used to select novice teachers based on the criteria detailed in 

the following paragraph. 

Novice teachers selected for this study served as general or special education teachers 

and taught one or more core subject areas, including reading, math, social studies, and science. 

Novice teachers in this study provided full-time academic instruction in a typical classroom 

setting to elementary students in an urban environment exposed to sustained trauma and 

childhood adversities. The research literature indicated that this group of novice teachers 

spending the most time with students is influenced the most by the adverse childhood 
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experiences of the students they teach (Fleckman et al., 2022). Therefore, resource teachers 

providing students with physical education, music, and fine arts opportunities were not part of 

the criteria selection for this study. Novices had to be directly influenced by the ACEs their 

students encounter through their daily classroom interactions, as evidenced by working 

conditions, building leadership, mentoring, peer support, and social support networks (Camacho 

et al., 2018). 

Novice teachers in this study possessed a conditional teaching certificate issued by their 

local state department of education. Conditional teaching certificates allow early career teachers 

to teach in public schools on the condition that they complete state-mandated coursework and 

pass standardized professional assessments before being issued a Standard Professional or 

Advanced Teaching Certificate (Maryland State Department of Education, 2023). Novice 

teachers with undergraduate degrees in education and formal student teaching experience were 

excluded from participation in this study as they were equipped with the tools to meet student 

needs across a range of sociodemographic types. Conversely, novice teachers hired and recruited 

through local and national teaching residencies also met the eligibility criteria for this study, as 

they, too, must earn teaching credentials and skills based on a resident teacher certificate granted 

through their specific program. 

The sample population for this qualitative phenomenological study was comprised of six 

novice teachers with less than five years of professional teaching experience in a specific urban 

elementary school environment. The number of novice teachers chosen for participation in this 

study is based on the work of Guest et al. (2006), who determined that a sample size of six to 12 

participants supported reaching data saturation and helped provide a thorough understanding of 

the topic. Data saturation indicates a sense of repetition within the data whereby new themes no 
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longer emerge and information relevant to the study’s research questions has been exhausted by 

the researcher (Korstjens & Moser, 2018; Mwita, 2022). In this study, data saturation supported 

the credibility and validity of data collected from participants in two ways. First, data saturation 

helped reduce redundancy within the data and ensured that a comprehensive set of themes 

emerged from the data collected across all study participants (Mwita, 2022). Secondly, ensuring 

that the data had been thoroughly analyzed, such that there were no new codes or themes to be 

explored, created an in-depth understanding of the social-emotional experiences of the study’s 

novice teachers and the influence that student childhood adversities have on them. Attaining 

saturation within the data was critical to creating descriptions of participant experiences that 

were nuanced, multi-layered, thick, and rich. 

Based on the purpose of this study, participants agreed to share and expand upon their 

lived experiences as novice teachers in urban environments influenced by the ACEs of their 

students. The perspectives and views offered by novice teachers in urban environments added to 

creating information-rich cases (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). These information-rich cases 

provided more profound insight into the details of their experiences in urban environments 

related to ACEs' ongoing influence. Novice teachers were recruited for this study through the 

following social media platforms, including X (formerly Twitter), the researcher's Facebook, and 

LinkedIn pages. A recruitment flyer with the eligibility criteria has been included in the 

appendices for this study and was posted in local café, coffee shops, and public spaces where 

teachers frequent. In addition to the above-mentioned social media platforms, physical flyers 

with a QR code were added at the instruction of the IRB support team and subsequently placed 

in local bookstores where teachers come to plan lessons and collaborate with fellow teachers. 

Finally, snowball sampling, a referral method that employs other professional networks 
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(Kirchherr & Charles, 2018) via graduate school professors, academic coaches, and school 

support personnel such as counselors and social workers were used to recruit novice teachers for 

this study. Of the recruitment methods mentioned, snowball sampling was the method that 

garnered six participants for this study. 

Instrumentation 

Instrumentation is the measurement tool for collecting participant data in a research study 

(Ruslin et al., 2022). Three instruments were used to collect data from the study's novice 

teachers. An open-ended interview focused on the background and personal history of the 

participant(s) was the first instrument used. The second instrument consisted of two semi-

structured, open-ended interviews focused on the details of the participants’ experiences relative 

to the phenomenon and the reflections on the meaning of the phenomenon. The third and final 

instrument consisted of the collection and review of personal/professional documents submitted 

by participants. 

Rooted in Seidman's Three Interview Series protocol (Seidman, 2006), open-ended 

questions were initially used to engage novice teachers in a restructuring of their focused life 

histories and personal experiences. The complete list of questions used to prompt participants to 

discuss their backgrounds openly can be found in Appendix E of this study. This restructuring 

began with asking participants about their childhood, familial, and community experiences. 

These open-ended questions were used to understand their experiences and create detailed 

narratives that would add to the richness of this study. Contextualizing the participants' focused 

life histories led to discussions about how their backgrounds brought them to the teaching 

profession, specifically in urban environments where students are likely to encounter adverse 

childhood experiences. Placing the participant's choice to become a novice teacher in an urban 
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educational environment within the context of their life histories created a personal rapport and 

the conversational tone needed for interviews in qualitative research (Mwita, 2022). 

The second instrument, two semi-structured interviews, was used to explore the details of 

the participants' experiences within their current realities and allow them to reflect on the 

meaning of these experiences. The details of the experience (Seidman, 2006) were used to 

support participants in thinking about and reconstructing the details of some of their experiences 

within their school settings as they relate to the overall influence that student adversities have on 

them personally and professionally. The second instrument was designed to ground participants 

in the details of their experiences without requiring novice teachers to provide judgment or 

opinion regarding the detailed experiences they shared. To contextualize their detailed 

experiences within their school settings, novice teachers were asked to share details related to 

fellow teachers, parents, administrators, and the surrounding community. A complete list of 

questions asked, as they relate to the details of the participants' experiences, can be found in 

Appendix E of this study. 

The second instrument also consisted of a third and final interview during which 

participants were asked to reflect on what their detailed experiences mean to them as novice 

teachers in their current school environments. In addition to expressing a range of opinions about 

the support they do or do not receive from fellow teachers and administrators, the reflection on 

meaning interviews created a safe space for novices to be more emotional than in the previous 

two interviews. The questions in Appendix E served as a guide in prompting participants to 

explore how the factors of their lives, including childhood experiences and detailed daily 

experiences, relate to their current social-emotional experiences as novice teachers in urban 

school environments. This holistic interview, which brought together all the interview phases, 
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allowed participants to connect with an ethereal sense of the work they do with students and 

families in marginalized communities, encountering a range of adversities. 

Documents collected from novice teachers served as the final instrumentation tool for this 

study. Document analysis, often called document review, is a data collection instrument that 

requires reviewing various documents (Morgan, 2022). Documents refer to more than words in 

print and may include pictures and various art forms (Mackieson et al., 2018). Falling into three 

categories, the documents collected from novice teachers served as an essential source of data, 

adding greater context to how and in what ways the ACEs of their students influence them. 

Documents added context to critical areas concerning the influence that student ACEs can have 

on novice teachers in relation to their school settings, working conditions, leadership, systems of 

support, and social support networks (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). Used to describe a range of 

images, artifacts, and written records, documents for this study have been categorized as physical 

evidence/artifacts, open-access public records, and personal documents. 

Physical evidence and personal documents were used to provide visible accounts of the 

participants' experiences and feelings within their current school setting. These documents were 

produced outside the study and exist within a specific cultural, social, historical, or situational 

context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Novice teachers were not asked to create additional documents 

for this study. Existing forms of personal documentation, including community recognition and 

acts of service, performance improvement plans, and new teacher appreciation gifts 

demonstrating the range of experiences as novice teachers influenced by the ACEs of their 

students, were submitted and served as sufficient evidence of their experiences. Electronic and 

hard copies of informal observations and feedback from administrators, mentors, and district 

leaders related to the study's topic were also part of the personal documents and physical artifacts 
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collected. Finally, community giveaways, including trinkets from students who never returned to 

school, and evidence of student wholeness activities were added to the collection of physical 

evidence and artifacts from novice teachers as the context of the documents applied to this 

study. Documents were concealed, and all identifying information was removed to protect 

participants and those not involved in this study from undue harm (Belmont Report, 1979). 

Documents submitted by novice teachers reflected individual experiences with the same 

phenomenon, and the most salient points of each participant’s interview as they spoke about the 

details of their daily experiences. These documents added to their feelings and how they 

managed their emotional state while still meeting the level of expectation for students who were 

most in need. Sensitive data, such as social media altercations, was not added to the collection of 

documents as identifying information could not be concealed. However, open-access public 

documents such as the Maryland Compilation of School Discipline Laws (2023) and the 

McKinney-Vento Act (1987), protecting the educational rights of unhoused students, were used 

as reference points and citations. Although some documents had to be omitted from the data 

collection set due to the inability to protect identifying information, e-cards documenting the 

emotions of novice teachers served as acceptable forms of documentation, providing greater 

insight into the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban environments. Whereas 

sensitive student data, such as medical and court records and formal teacher evaluations, were 

not part of the document review, the goal of exploring how, why, and in what ways these 

participants were influenced by the responses of their students remained (Fleckman et al., 2022). 

The documents submitted focused on how the realities of the organization or environment where 

novice teachers work are (re)produced through textual conventions (Morgan, 2022). Table 1 

provides an illustration of the data collection instruments used in this study. Table 1 describes the 



60 

study’s data collection instruments for conducting phenomenological interviews based on 

Seidman’s Three Interview Series protocol. 

Table 1 

Data Collection Instruments 

Three-series interview phase Instrument Number of Interviews 

Focused Life History Virtual and or Individual Interview 
(open-ended, semi-structured) 

Six interviews (one per 
participant) 

Details of the Experience In-person, Individual Interview 

(open-ended, semi-structured 
questions) 

Six interviews (one per 

participant) 

Reflection on the Meaning of 

the Experience 

Optional in-person or virtual 

interview (open-ended, semi-
structured) 

Six interviews (one per 

participant) 

Note. Table 1 illustrates data collection instruments used in this study inclusive of the interview 

phase, instruments used, and the number of interviews per participant. 

Before using any data collection instruments with participants, five experienced urban 

educators who were not part of this study reviewed and responded to the draft of the interview 

questions that novice teachers were to answer. Field testers reviewed all seven questions that 

were to be asked during the open-ended initial interview. It was critical that field testers read all 

seven questions as they set the tone for building a trusting rapport between the interviewer and 

interviewees. For the semi-structured interview questions taking place during the second and 

third interviews, field testers were asked to review specific questions from the total 15 questions 

that were to be asked across both semi-structured interviews. As an example, the first field tester 

was asked to focus on questions 1-4, the second was asked to focus on questions 5-9. The third 

and fourth field testers were asked to focus on questions 1-3 for the second interview, and the 

final field tester was asked to focus on questions 4-6 that centered on the reflections on the 
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meaning of the participants' experience with the phenomenon. The complete list of questions 

reviewed by field testers is located in the study’s Interview Protocol, Appendix E. 

The Fine-Tuning protocol required that interview questions align with the research questions 

used to guide the study. Expert feedback is needed to enhance the reliability of the questions and 

anticipate responses that participants may offer (Mackieson et al., 2018). The purpose of 

engaging experienced urban educators in field-testing the interview questions was not only to 

gain expert feedback on the questions, but also to ensure that the interview questions were not 

biased toward a specific point of view. Based on the study's criteria, none of the field testers 

majored in education at the undergraduate level, and all taught in one or more of the core content 

areas in an elementary school setting. In individual meetings, each field tester was given the 

study's purpose, two research questions, and three sets of interview questions complementing the 

stages of Seidman's (2006) qualitative interview approach for phenomenological studies. 

Field testing the interview questions with an elementary school principal, an elementary 

school assistant principal, and two district-level leaders confirmed that the questions that would 

be asked of participants were effective, related to the study’s problem, purpose, and were free 

from bias. Responses provided by field testers helped to ensure that the questions would elicit a 

wide range of responses from participants. Feedback from field testers further helped to 

determine if an open-ended, semi-structured interview would be appropriate for the study’s 

population. In reviewing the interview questions, field tester verbalized experiences and 

reflections including how they were influenced by the ACEs of students they encountered during 

their novice teacher phase. The unsolicited words, phrases, and reflections expressed by field 

testers would set the stage for the detailed experiences and reflections that the study's 

participants would later reveal. The Fine-Tuning protocol, used to ensure that interview 
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questions supported the study’s problem, purpose, and research questions is illustrated in Figure 

6. The figure shows the four steps of the Fine-Tuning interview protocol, including the feedback 

loop and piloting the interview questions. The Fine-Tuning interview protocol assists in 

collecting systematic, consistent, and comprehensive interview data (Yeong et al., 2018). 

Figure 6 

Fine-Tuning Protocol 

Note. Figure 6 illustrates the steps of the Fine-Tuning protocol (Yeong et al., 2018) used as a 

guideline to collect data in qualitative studies making use of interviews. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data collection for this study commenced after field testing with urban elementary 

educators was completed and IRB approval was obtained. Data collected from novice teachers 

was grounded in a three-series interview approach based on the work of Seidman (2006). Widely 

used in phenomenological interviews, Seidman’s Three Interview Series described three stages 

for focusing on the meaning that participants apply to their lived experiences (Lauterbach, 2018). 
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The purpose and design of Seidman’s Three Interview Series (Seidman, 2006) were appropriate 

for this study as phenomenological interviews are used to develop an understanding of the 

participant’s lived experiences (van Manen & van Manen, 2021). Seidman’s Three Interview 

Series protocol offered a structure to help study participants delve into the content and context of 

their lived experiences while strengthening trust throughout the process (Lauterbach, 2018). 

Data collection started with structuring the initial interview questions to understand the 

focused life history of the novice teachers engaged in this study before moving into the details of 

the participants’ experience during the second interview. The focused life history interview 

revealed novice teachers hailing from the East Coast of the United States to London, England. In 

addition to locations, the interviews revealed bonds with siblings and families that continue to 

provide coping mechanisms and social-emotional support for this group of novice teachers 

influenced by the ACEs of their students. The second set of interviews revealed experiences with 

school leadership, specifically principals, the influence of the community, and how and in what 

ways participants were influenced by not only the ACEs of their students but also the parents and 

families from which the children come. Comprised of three separate interviews, the third and 

final interview brought together the context of the first two interviews, creating a greater 

understanding of the participant within the phenomenon, revealing long and short-term career 

trajectories. The goal was to center participants on the meaning they applied to their experiences. 

While each of the three interviews could last up to 90 minutes per the interview series 

structure (Seidman, 2006), the first of Seidman's Three Interview Series lasted between 35 and 

45 minutes across participants. All participants, except for one first-year teacher, opted to meet 

in person. With this being the first meeting with an interviewer they had no previous connection 

with, each novice teacher chose to meet in person at the location of their choice. Novice teachers 
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first engaged in the focused life history interview using think-aloud and recall approaches 

(Leighton, 2021). These combined approaches allowed participants to recall their experiences, 

including nuances unique to each participant's personality and background. The initial interview 

opened with an introduction between the interviewer and the participant and a verbal restatement 

of the study's problem, purpose, and research questions. Novice teachers responded to seven 

questions intended to understand each person's background and life history. The questions 

covered the following areas: (a) geographic background, (b) family dynamics/structure, (c) 

community, (d) school/educational experiences, and (e) draw to teaching in urban elementary 

education. Taking place during June, the background questions allowed novice teachers to reflect 

on past events and experiences leading up to the phenomenon being studied (Seidman, 2006). 

Since the focused life history interview timeline coincided with the end of the academic 

year for all participants, an icebreaker was created in which they were asked how their school 

year went and how they felt now that the year had concluded for them. The icebreaker question 

was not part of the interview protocol and was meant to create a friendly exchange between the 

interviewer and interviewee. Four of the six participants mentioned they were physically, 

mentally, and emotionally drained, despite the high regard they held for their students. Despite 

expressing their desire to decompress from the school year, they each agreed to continue 

participating in the interviews for this study. One of the first-year teachers expressed that they 

were energized, excited for a major life change, and ready to start teaching summer school 

despite the challenges and stressors that administrators and caregivers faced during the academic 

year. 

After introductions and the icebreaker question(s), the individual interviews began by 

inquiring about the participant's background and origin. Sharing geographical backgrounds 
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allowed novice teachers to later reflect on how their childhood backgrounds were different from 

or similar to the students they taught. This was critical as most participants saw themselves in the 

students they taught, including some of the adversities that their students face. The second 

question asked novice teachers to describe their childhood and family structure, yielding 

responses ranging from a traditional family structure to being raised by a solo parent (Manansala 

& Dimaculangan, 2024) or an older sibling. Although participants could skip this question if 

familial structures were too sensitive, participants freely discussed relationships with parents, 

siblings, and various religious and seasonal experiences. With the natural setting of this 

phenomenon centered on elementary school environments, novice teachers were asked about 

their school experiences, including the influence of teachers, peers, and academic experiences. 

They were also asked to describe experiences they may have had with attendance, discipline, and 

grades throughout their childhood experiences. Toward the end of the focused life history 

interview(s), participants were asked about their desire to teach in an urban environment with 

students with ACEs. 

The goal of the last three questions was to create a picture of each participant's 

background and end with their current experience as a novice teacher influenced by the ACEs of 

their students. During this interview, novice teachers were given time to pause, sigh, and make 

non-verbal gestures before proceeding to the next question to add context to their background 

and experiences. Seidman (2006) suggested that space be provided between the first and second 

interviews, ranging from three days to a week. The suggested time between interviews is 

designed to maintain the connections so that the interviews build over time and feel more like an 

extended conversation between two people. Due to scheduling conflicts, the interviews were 
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largely extended to seven days between interviews. The time between interviews also allowed 

the interviewer to engage participants in member checking. 

The second interview centered on the details of the experience (Seidman, 2006).  

Occurring during the third week of June and focused on novice teachers, their present lived 

experiences within their current school settings. The questions asked during these semi-

structured interviews were created to connect to the first research question to gain an 

understanding of what novice teachers influenced by the ACEs of their students' experience. 

These interviews occurred in public coffee shops and open-space community markets where 

novice teachers could freely expand upon their experiences. The first five minutes of the second 

interview were spent asking participants if they had any questions or concerns regarding the 

transcript sent to them after the initial interviews. Although transcripts were sent to participants 

within 48 hours after the interview, there was little to no feedback, except for misreporting the 

number and gender of a participant's siblings. This error was immediately corrected. Reviewing 

the responses from the focused life history interviews allowed novice teachers to engage in 

member checking to ensure the accuracy, credibility, and validity (Candela, 2019) of the 

responses they provided during the previous interview. 

Data collected during this second interview focused on the details of novice teachers' 

daily experiences with the students they interact with and created a narrative that revealed a 

complex interplay that compounded the influence that student ACEs had on them. The 

knowledge-based questions that novice teachers willingly answered lasted up to an hour with 

most participants. Due to time constraints, one participant had to split the details of the 

experience interview into two sessions, totaling 90 minutes for one participant. The second set of 

interview questions based on the review of the literature relative to this topic addressed how they 
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experience their (a) school setting and working conditions, (b) building leadership, (c) collegial 

support systems, and (d) social and support networks concerning how they were and continued to 

be influenced by the adverse experiences of their students within and beyond the school setting 

(Bettini & Park, 2021; Camacho et al., 2018). 

The questions asked during the second interview challenged novice teachers to engage 

the senses when responding and walking the interviewer through how they experienced their 

school setting, including accessible materials and resources needed to support their students. 

After answering questions concerning working conditions, novice teachers were asked about any 

training from their residency program, professional development opportunities, or coursework 

related to the emotional influence that student ACEs may have on them. Participants specifically 

shared that the courses they took for certification did not prepare or help them to work 

effectively with students influenced by adverse childhood experiences. 

Questions concerning the details of the participants’ experiences continued by asking 

novice teachers to share their thoughts on the surrounding community and how these interactions 

added to the influence that student ACEs may have had on their social-emotional experiences. 

To gain insight into each participant's experiences, they were asked to describe how they 

experience social-emotional support from their building leadership, colleagues, peers, and 

mentors to balance the influence of students' ACEs. This question came with a range of 

responses, including those that shared they have no support from veteran teachers or peers in 

their building, to those that relied heavily on the teachers around them for their social-emotional 

survival in their school setting. The remaining questions for the second interview focused on 

what social-emotional support looks and feels like for them as novice teachers experiencing the 

influence of student ACEs. Novice teachers were also asked to describe the significance of their 
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experiences with social support networks, including friends and family. The second interview 

closed by allowing participants to clarify and reflect on any details of their experiences that had 

been shared for the better part of an hour. Novice teachers were also given a choice of dates for 

the final interview. 

While the second set of interviews relied primarily on participant accounts based on the 

questions asked, the second interview was designed to ground the details of the participant's 

experience in fact-based experiences versus unsupported opinions (Seidman, 2006). Asking 

participants about their experiences in their school setting through semi-structured interviews 

provided participants with options within their responses. Participants were free to center their 

experiences on a day or a week to provide a snapshot of life inside their buildings, interacting 

with students, administrators, and teachers.  While most participants focused on specific events 

that reflected the most salient aspects of their experiences, others reflected on one key event they 

believed defined their overall experiences. The goal of the second interview was to steer 

participants away from opinions and remain focused on the details of the experience; opinions 

were later supported by documentation and artifacts that participants were willing to submit. 

Used in qualitative studies to review existing data that helps to understand the 

participants' experiences (Aspers & Corte, 2019), documents were submitted by novice teachers 

at the conclusion of the second interview. These documents used to substantiate their experiences 

consisted of feedback from building and district leadership concerning classroom environment, 

student discipline, and other factors likely to influence the emotions and add to the stressors 

encountered by novice teachers in urban environments supporting large numbers of students 

experiencing ACEs. Among the three significant categories of documentation, participants 

submitted personal and professional documents and physical evidence/artifacts. Document 
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collection and review were the hallmarks that differentiated the second interview from the first. 

Novice teachers were given a two-week window of time after the interviews concluded to submit 

various forms of documentation to support the details of their experiences. All documents 

submitted were uploaded into password-protected files. 

While documents shared by participants varied based on specific school settings and the 

influence that student ACEs may have had on each participant, documentation ranged from small 

toys of students who never returned to school to social-emotional student classroom activities 

designed to help students understand their emotions and improve conduct. In addition to varying 

forms of communication from school-based and district leadership, artifacts from new teacher 

mentors and community engagement activities were also submitted by participants. It is 

important to note that not all documents were used for document review. Documents that 

reflected the experiences that appeared to resonate with the participants’ experiences were 

selected for review and analysis. Excerpts of social media posts and curricular assignments 

related to student ACEs' influence on novice teachers were not used as documentation, as 

identifying information could not be appropriately concealed. These items were returned to 

participants. In sum, the goal was for novice teachers to submit professional personal 

documentation and artifacts that align with the discussed topic and provide visual aids that 

support the details of their daily experiences. 

In the third and final interview, novice teachers were asked to reflect on the meaning of 

their experiences teaching students with ACEs in urban elementary school environments. The 

questions asked during the third interview are based on the belief that reflecting on the meaning 

of a set of experiences requires a thorough exploration of details within the context before 

reflection can take place (Seidman, 2013). This final interview aimed to have novice teachers 
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describe what their experiences mean to them within the context of their current school and 

community environments. The reflection on meaning interviews allowed novice teachers to 

engage in a metacognitive, introspective process to elicit thoughts, opinions, and perspectives 

relative to the meaning they applied to their experiences. Participants were asked to go beyond 

their daily practices and routines and reflect on the meaning of the experiences they have shared 

(Seidman, 2006). Questions asked included novice teachers' experiences with burnout and 

compassion fatigue. Participants were asked about the cost of caring (Costa & Moss, 2018) in 

their work with students exposed to sustained trauma and adversity and how they were 

influenced. 

The final interview closed by asking novice teachers to use their combined experiences to 

reflect on their desire to remain or not remain in their current school setting, where they are 

likely to be influenced by the ACEs of their students. Whereas the final interview required more 

introspection and opinion from novice teachers, they were still asked to support their reflections 

with physical evidence or artifacts, including gifts, mementos, blog posts, toys, and other 

tangible objects with meaning and reflection relative to their experiences. The questions asked 

during the final interview combined the meaning of their present school and community 

experiences with projections and speculation into the future. According to Seidman (2006), the 

final interview requires participants to look back at their background and the details of their 

experiences to determine the meaning of their lived experiences. This introspective look created 

the conditions for meaningful reflection (Seidman, 2006). This underscored the need to establish 

a clear foundation for openness during the initial set of interviews. 

Each of the three interview phases and the six question types was employed throughout 

the data collection process. The three sets of interview questions contained six question types, 
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allowing for the collection of diverse types of information from novice teachers (Patton, 2002). 

The six question types explored (a) background/demographic information, (b) knowledge, (c) 

experience/behavior, (d) feelings, (e) sensory, and (f) opinion/values. The questions asked of 

novice teachers during the three-interview series were grounded in the past, present, and future. 

In conclusion, the concept of meaning was not about consequence or reward based on what 

novice teachers shared, but on the emotional and intellectual connection between the participant's 

work and who they are as individuals (Seidman, 2006). Table 2 shows how Seidman’s Three 

Interview Series protocol will be used in tandem with Patton’s Six Question Types to collect a 

range of diverse information from novice teachers. 
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Table 2 

Seidman’s Three-Interview Series Protocol for Phenomenological Studies 

Seidman’s Three-Interview Series 

(2006) 

Patton’s Six Question Types (2002) Duration 

(All times are approximately within 
a 90-minute timeframe) 

Focused Life History Background and Demographic 

Information 

Age, occupation, etc. 

Sensory-Vivid descriptions of time, 
place, location 

Values-Intentions, dreams, desires, 

goals 

Past tense-30-35 minutes 

Details of the Experience Knowledge Questions-Used to 
gauge factual information 

Sensory-Vivid descriptions of 

present experiences 

Experience/Behavior-What a 
participant does or has done 

Present tense-60-minutes 

Reflections on the Meaning of the 

Experience 

Opinions-What participants think 

and feel about a topic 

Sensory-Vivid descriptions, 
focusing on seeing, hearing, and 

feelings/emotions 

Values-What something means and 

the significance it holds 

Past, present, and future tense-45-

60 minutes 

Note. Table 2 illustrates the use of Seidman’s Three Interview Series protocol (Seidman, 2006), 

combined with Patton’s Six Question Types (2002) in conducting interviews with the study’s 

participants. 

Data Analysis 

The aim of data analysis in a qualitative study is to systematically reduce the amount of 

data gathered during the data collection process (Saldana, 2016). The process of reducing data 

began with organizing and managing data collected from individual interviews and documents 
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into secure, password-protected files. Securing data in protected files circumvented threats to 

ethical issues concerning the protection of participants from harm and disclosing information 

revealed during data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Organizing and managing data 

collected from novice teachers involved creating files that served as systems for easy retrieval 

and meaningful data analysis. The files created included the date, time, participant, and research 

activity, including which of Seidman’s (2006) three interview phases participants were engaged 

in (Lester et al., 2020). 

The three main files were created based on the three-interview series protocol used to 

collect participant data. The first file was titled FLH for focused life history. The second major 

file was titled DTE for details of the experience, and the third file was titled ROM, representing 

the final interview in which novice teachers concentrated on the reflection of meaning they 

applied to their experiences as novice teachers in urban environments influenced by the ACEs of 

their students. A separate file was created for documents collected from novice teachers with 

sub-folders for personal/ professional documents, open-access public records, and physical 

evidence or artifacts. Lester et al. (2020) suggested that unique naming conventions be generated 

when creating files. Since all files are password-protected and backed up on flash drives and 

Google files storage, a simple system of labeling files as NT1 for Novice Teacher number (1) 

and NT 2 for the second novice teacher to be interviewed through NT6 was used. Fictional 

names were later assigned to each of the study’s participants. All data was transferred from a 

Word document into two Excel files based on the study’s research questions before being 

uploaded into a new NVivo project. 

After creating and organizing files based on data collected from novice teachers, the first 

step of the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen (Moustakas, 1994) process for phenomenological 
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data analysis was employed, as illustrated in Figure 7. This figure visually represents the six 

steps that were applied to this study, beginning with the first step of the data analysis process. A 

key part of the data analysis process for this study required a comprehensive description of any 

personal or professional experiences with the phenomenon. Descriptions of experiences relative 

to the influence of ACEs required the researcher to epoché or bracket experiences as a novice 

teacher in an urban environment struggling to connect with upper elementary students beyond 

race and ethnicity. Epoching experiences as a novice teacher in similar urban educational 

environments mirrored the three-interview series headings provided by Seidman (2006). 

Figure 7 

Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen Method for Phenomenological Data Analysis 

Note. Figure 7 illustrates the seven steps used to analyze and reduce data in qualitative interviews 

when using the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi Keen method of data analysis. 
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Epoché 

To ensure that data was analyzed through the lens of the participants’ experiences, it was 

critical to bracket any firsthand experiences with the phenomenon of ACEs and the influence it 

had on me during my novice years teaching students in similar settings. Despite a span of 30 

years, most of my experiences as a novice teacher were similar to those of the participants in this 

study. For example, there was no formal educational training during my undergraduate 

experiences at a small historically Black College or university. Although teaching was always at 

the back of my mind, psychology was my desired major. Unable to find suitable employment in 

the field of Psychology without further degrees or credentials, I found myself instructing sixth-

grade students for what I thought would be two years while I obtained a master’s degree in one 

of the social-science-related fields, including social work or counseling. Two years became 13 

and a master’s degree in education. 

As mentioned by the novice teachers in this study, my novice years were filled with 

unsupportive and, in some instances, spiteful veteran teachers and administrators. As expressed 

by all participants, my novice years also included principals who displayed less than professional 

behavior, except for one who exhibited true leadership. Despite a cold building in the winter and 

a lack of air conditioning during the summer months, I persevered because the inconveniences I 

experienced did not compare to the work of preparing underserved, overaged, and 

underperforming students to compete in a world that would not pity their adverse childhood 

experiences. As noted by one of the novice teachers in this study, I, too, was mocked by a parent 

during my novice years for thinking that I was “better than” the Black people around me. While I 

grew up in a working-class, military household, the parent was in part correct, because the ACEs 

of my students were not necessarily my own experiences. Nonetheless, I was deeply influenced 
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by stories of substance abuse among parents, neglected children, and students, unwanted, 

floating between relatives. 

To maintain a neutral position during this study, journaling reflexively was a process I 

used during the interview phase. Analogous to what ethnographic researchers may maintain 

while immersing themselves in a culture or community during the data collection process, the 

reflexive journal helped me to center my experiences. While not all phases of Gibbs reflexive 

cycle of journaling (Adeani et al., 2020) were implemented, a notation of personal introspections 

was maintained. Personal introspection allowed me to monitor personal triggers and ensure that 

the data collection and the analysis that followed belonged to the participant and not the one 

conducting the study. Beyond examining personal triggers, reflexive journaling allowed me to 

monitor my responses and reactions to the experiences shared by participants. This was critical 

to viewing the participants’ experiences with the phenomenon through a fresh perspective 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). In closing, this reflexive process allowed me to remain neutral as 21st-

century novice teachers told of their experiences in today’s high-stakes educational environment 

(Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). 

After bracketing experiences as a novice teacher influenced by student ACEs, the first 

step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method (Moustakas, 1994) was to reduce the data 

collected from participants. This method of data analysis involved becoming familiar with the 

data collected from novice teachers, extracting significant statements to give meaning to what 

was shared. The recursive data analysis process involved compiling an exhaustive description of 

what was generated in the previous steps of the process. Summarizing the exhaustive description 

to highlight the fundamental aspects of the participants’ experiences and establishing credibility 
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through others, including the novice teachers engaged in this study, were the remaining steps of 

the data analysis process. 

The first step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method further involved multiple re-

readings of interview transcripts to make sense of what had been collected during each of the 

three interview phases across individual participants (Moustakas, 1994). Annotating, 

highlighting, and making notes of repeated words and phrases was a key part of becoming 

familiar with the data. The goal of becoming familiar with the data was to gain an all-inclusive 

understanding of the lived experiences of novice elementary teachers in urban environments and 

the factors that influence their encounters with student ACEs. With each of the six novice 

teachers participating in three interviews, the data were reread a minimum of 18 times. 

Rereading transcript data and analyzing documents submitted by participants led to the 

identification of significant statements or accounts provided by participants across individual 

interviews. Intertwined with becoming familiar with the data, pulling out significant statements, 

the second step involved identifying sentences, phrases, and larger passages of text that were 

relevant to the phenomenon under exploration (Moustakas, 1994). Significant statements for 

each participant were isolated on an Excel spreadsheet per research question. Organizing the 

analysis of data in this manner allowed for a deeper line-by-line analysis of the language, 

including popular expressions that appeared to be common to a specific geographic region. 

Extracting significant statements and accounts of the experiences of novice teachers as they 

relate to the influence of students' ACEs led to giving meaning to the statements that had been 

identified. 

Applying meaning to significant statements was the third step of the Modified Stevick 

Colaizzi-Ken data analysis process (Moustakas, 1994). This step in the process called for 
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categorization of direct quotes and meaningful statements made by participants that were 

relevant to the study’s research questions. The meaning-making process involved organizing 

quotes and searching for similarities and patterns across participants to get to the essence of the 

phenomenon. Isolating quotes and significant statements onto blank documents, including 

Microsoft Word and Excel pages, apart from the massive amounts of data collected, ensured that 

the data was being interpreted accurately and from the point of view of the novices sharing their 

experience. The meanings generated from quotes and significant statements were categorized 

and coded into clusters of meaning. 

Noting significant words, phrases, and statements during the third step of the data 

analysis process led to the creation of meaningful units of analysis known as codes. For this 

study, creating codes involved assigning letters or words to salient or summative attributes of the 

data (Saldana, 2016). A list of initial codes based on repeated words, phrases, and comparisons 

was manually generated and captured onto a Word document before dividing the interview 

transcripts into two categories based on the study’s research questions. Once the manual codes 

were transferred from an Excel file and placed onto an Excel spreadsheet, the file was loaded 

into a new NVivo project. A total of 79 codes were generated via an NVivo project based on the 

first research question related to the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments. For the second research question regarding how novice teachers in urban 

environments cope with their feelings relative to the ACEs of their students, NVivo generated 54 

codes and close to 500 mentions of the codes. The NVivo-generated codes were manually 

clustered to provide meaning to the statements offered by participants, allowing initial themes to 

emerge. 
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The fourth step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method (Moustakas, 1994) was 

recursive in that the first three steps were revisited for connections across the themes that had 

begun to emerge. Ensuring that the identified themes represented commonalities across 

participants, the initial themes were revisited and reduced to reflect six themes per research 

question, reflecting the most salient experiences of the study’s novice teachers. Producing the 

final themes of this study required the shrinking of the emergent themes, such as worker, 

violence, and sleep deprivation, to be recategorized and clustered with themes that were more 

meaningful to the study’s research questions. This was critical as the 18 themes were 

automatically assigned to the first research question. With the second research question having 

more than a dozen themes, this theme reduction process was key to getting to the essence of the 

participant experience. 

The fifth step, compiling an exhaustive description of the data, (Moustakas, 1994), led to 

the creation of a rich, detailed account of the nuances experienced by novice elementary school 

teachers in urban environments working with large numbers of students likely to experience 

adverse childhood experiences. Significant statements, including quotes, clusters, codes, 

emergent themes, and the final themes of the study, were combined to create textural 

descriptions concerning the experiences of the novice teachers engaged in this study. The themes 

of teachers, community, parents/families, adversities, childhood, students, and emotions were 

used to create textural descriptions for the first research questions. While textural descriptions 

created a clear understanding of what participants experienced regarding the study’s topic in a 

narrative format (Creswell & Poth, 2018), structural descriptions were used to create an 

exhaustive description of how and why participants experienced the phenomenon. 
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Going beyond what participants experienced, the themes of emotional safety, personal 

community, boundaries, self-care, triggers, and the why of it all were used to create structural 

descriptions. When compiling the exhaustive description, structural descriptions were used to 

reveal how novice teachers cope with their feelings about the adverse childhood experiences of 

the students they teach, and why they continue to persevere in this work. Often referred to as 

imaginative variation, meaning that the reflection on the meaning that participants applied to 

their experiences varied from one participant to the next, while allowing for a commonality to 

exist across participants (Essom & Roald, 2025). Imaginative variation, critical to generating 

structural descriptions of the participant’s experience, was key as each urban school community 

has its values, shared histories, and characteristics while still finding consensus on the how of 

their experiences (Murrell, 2000). Using imaginative variation as a part of the data analysis 

process allowed for mental imagery and created a personal structure of the participant's 

experience. Imaginative variation underscored the importance of epoching or bracketing one’s 

experience with the phenomenon such that the mental picture reflects the participant’s 

experience, not the individual conducting the study (Neubauer et al., 2019). 

The remaining steps of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method involved 

summarizing or condensing the exhaustive description and returning to the participants for 

validation of the analysis of the data (Moustakas, 1994). Summarizing the exhaustive description 

involved avoiding repetitions within the findings, such that the fundamental structure of the lived 

experiences of novice teachers in urban environments influenced by the ACEs of their students 

could be illuminated in all aspects. Finally, the credibility of the data was ensured through 

member checking with participants and two reviewers unrelated to the study. A summary of the 

data that had been analyzed was shared with participants to ensure that their collective 
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experiences had been represented in a way that authentically and accurately reflected their 

experiences. 

Assumptions 

Assumptions are factors presumed to be true in a qualitative study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2019). This study included assumptions grounded in the eligibility criteria, research design, and 

scope of interest for the study. Things assumed as plausible to individuals who read this study 

began with the basic assumption that each of the six novice teachers selected to participate in this 

study was who they represented themselves to be. This assumption meant that each participant 

was assumed to be an early-career teacher with less than 5 years of experience working in an 

urban environment with elementary-aged children, likely to encounter adverse childhood 

experiences due to circumstances beyond their control. 

Beyond working with children living and learning in challenging environments, it is 

assumed that novice teachers in this study were working toward a professional license in 

education as they developed the expertise in content knowledge and the skills necessary to meet 

the social and emotional needs of the students and the communities in which they live. For 

credibility to be maintained, it was further assumed that participants would respond to the 

interview questions asked of them in a manner that reflected the truth of their experiences as 

novice teachers in urban environments. This truth would be expressed with integrity and 

openness in a way that does not express ill intent or harm to any groups or individuals connected 

with their work as novice teachers. The honesty, integrity, and openness of participants resulted 

in diverse responses among novice teachers with a shared experience across multiple settings. 
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Limitations 

The limitations of a study refer to the potential weaknesses beyond one’s control 

(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). Limitations are defined as elements of a study over which the 

researcher has little to no control (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Limitations likely to threaten the 

trustworthiness of this study included researcher bias, the boundaries of time, participant 

flexibility, and the limitations of the research design. The potential for bias was rooted in the 

researcher’s experiences as a novice teacher in similar urban environments working with upper 

elementary and middle school students facing abuse, neglect, and childhood dysfunction (Felitti, 

1998). As with the novice teachers selected to participate in this study, also served as a general 

and special educator without the benefit of an undergraduate degree in education or a 

professional teaching certificate during the novice career stages. The skills of teaching in the 

core subject areas and meeting a range of student needs were gained at the school site at the risk 

to the researcher's physical and mental well-being. This expertise was gained while instructing 

children who depended on the teacher to provide emotional and physical support in communities 

where access to resources beyond the school’s campus is limited (Camacho & Henderson, 2022; 

Fleckman et al., 2022). Therefore, this study involved reflexive journaling and uploading 

transcripts verbatim into NVivo to limit researcher bias. 

While bias was mitigated through reflexive journaling, immediately responding to 

interview transcripts, and member checking, managing time took far more effort for both 

personal and professional reasons on the part of all stakeholders involved in the study. 

Conducting a qualitative research study was time-consuming, as trust had to be established to 

create a safe space for sharing experiences related to the explored phenomenon (Silverio et al., 

2020). An investment of time was required if the meaning was to be applied to the influence of 
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adverse childhood experiences on novice teachers' social-emotional experiences in urban 

environments. Time was dedicated to virtual and in-person individual interviews in public spaces 

and locations that worked best for the participants. With participants having the flexibility to 

leave the study at any time and of their own free will, the data collection process could have been 

incomplete, and results threatened. Each aspect of the data collection process was time-

consuming per Seidman’s (2006) interview protocol and required flexibility as a total of 27 

questions over three separate interviews had to be conducted. Even when time was able to be 

negotiated and spent with participants in a way that maximized the data collection process, the 

research design itself was still likely to have limitations. 

The study was limited to selecting participants who had all experienced the layered 

influences of the adverse childhood experiences of the students they teach and were willing to 

express these experiences openly. Beyond the willingness of participants to articulate their 

stories, phenomenology as a design is limited in that it requires an advanced understanding of the 

role of broader philosophical assumptions and how to identify them within the context of a study 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This level of understanding may be beyond the capacity of novice 

researchers and graduate students (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). Though stated explicitly 

within the study, bracketing firsthand experiences can be challenging, and it is recommended 

that individuals reflect on how their understanding and histories may influence the results of this 

study (Holmes, 2020). 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are defined as the limits or boundaries of a research study that are within 

the researcher's control (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018). Common delimitations include the 

study's purpose, research questions, research design, data collection methods, and the population 
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being studied. The scope of interest for this study included six early- career teachers. The novice 

teachers in this study provided core curricular instruction in one or more of the four subject 

areas, including math, reading, science, or social studies. Participants shared the everyday 

experience of not possessing an undergraduate degree in education, working toward a 

professional license, or being hired or recruited through a teacher residency program designed to 

prepare recent college graduates or career changers to teach in traditionally marginalized 

communities. Teaching in communities with scarce resources to produce healthy children and 

families allowed participants to give voice to their unique perspectives on how this phenomenon 

influenced them as teachers and individuals. Ingrained in a collective approach to meeting the 

needs of an increasingly diverse student population, this study was based on the Community 

Teacher (CT) framework, which employs a joint stakeholder approach to preparing in-service 

and novice teachers to work in high-poverty urban environments (Murrell, 2000). Therefore, the 

scope of this study aligned with the problem, purpose, research questions, and theoretical 

framework designed to guide this qualitative exploration into a specific set of lived experiences. 

With the scope of this study established, the delimitations or boundaries included sample 

size and sample characteristics. These delimitations have been set so that the aims of this study 

remain attainable. These boundaries exclude novice teachers who provide middle and high 

school instruction to students likely to encounter ACEs. With the formative years impacting the 

trajectory of a child’s educational and life experiences (Merrick et al., 2018), novice elementary 

school teachers were able to offer a perspective on the influence of ACEs that secondary teachers 

cannot. Academic coaches, administrators, and building leaders were also excluded from the 

study’s sample, as coaches and administrators may have gained expertise over the years in 

supporting students who face ACEs. The same is true of experienced, licensed teachers. 
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The population of teachers selected to participate in this study served as a delimitation, as 

this underrepresented group of teachers and geographical location may not reflect the larger 

population of urban teachers, both novices and veterans, in similar environments beyond the 

boundaries of this study. The study’s sample size served as another delimitation. According to 

Guest (2006), a sample size of six to 12 participants is ideal for an in-depth exploration of a 

phenomenon, providing a range of perspectives. Still, this sample size may limit how the study 

results can be transferred. While an increased sample size beyond the selected six participants 

may provide a broader range of responses and add to the thick descriptions needed for qualitative 

studies, a larger sample size would exceed the time required to complete this doctoral study. 

Though not limited to race, gender, age, or nationality, the narrowly defined sample for this 

study may decrease its transferability to other settings and contexts for those who may read this 

work. The final delimitation of this study may lie in the inability to generalize the results of this 

study, as the goal of qualitative studies is not to generalize the findings but to apply meaning to a 

particular phenomenon or set of experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

Ethical Assurances 

To fully explore the influence of student ACEs on the social-emotional experiences of 

novice elementary school teachers in urban environments, approval from National University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) was granted. Designed to ensure the protection of study 

participants from harm, the tenants of the Belmont Report (1979) remained at the forefront of 

interactions with all novice teachers engaged in this research project. The well-being of 

participants was prioritized throughout this study with regard to respect for persons, beneficence, 

and justice (Belmont Report, 1979). Each novice teacher was made aware that they were 

participating in this study of their own free will and capable of making their own decisions, 
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which included leaving the study at any time. While novice teachers were autonomous agents, a 

number of steps were taken to assure the protection of participants from unnecessary harm at 

every step of the process. 

Initial steps taken to protect participants from harm involved sharing the contents of 

National University’s letter of consent (Appendix D) outlining the study’s criteria for 

participation, research activities, and benefits. Discussions around consent also involved 

notifications of privacy and data collection, and the obligation of the interviewer to serve as a 

mandated reported due to professional responsibilities beyond those of a doctoral student. 

Protecting study participants from harm further included adhering to the interview protocol 

(Appendix E) which was approved by National Universities Institutional Review Board. 

Although the study was determined to pose minimal harm or risks to participants, it was still 

critical to employ each of the previously mentioned steps to ensure that no undue harm was 

imposed on participants. 

Any threats to novice teachers’ sharing their experiences were addressed by establishing 

a trusting rapport before employing any of the study’s data collection methods. Establishing a 

trusting rapport through transparency began with fairness and distribution within the research 

study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Reducing risk of threat to participants included safeguarding 

information shared during interviews and document collection and ensuring that data collected 

was secured and protected from carelessness on the researcher’s part. Protecting data further 

reduced legal and psychological risks that could have arisen from participants fearing that the 

researcher had not protected their information. 

Critical to this study, issues of confidentiality and anonymity were addressed early in the 

data collection process. Likely to occur in the same study, National University’s IRB contends 
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that confidentiality refers to the individual conducting the study being fully aware of who the 

participants are and taking care to protect any identifying information. Confidentiality occurred 

when the researcher changed the names of participants to protect their identities (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2019). Confidentiality further occurred when there were no identifiers to link to an 

individual participant. Per National University’s IRB, minimizing risks to confidentiality 

included creating backup systems to protect data and using password-protected folders. 

Finally, all materials used in this research study were stored and secured in places only 

accessible to the researcher and will be shredded or permanently deleted after three years by 

federal regulations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Citing participant information organically lends 

itself to confidentiality issues (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). While participants are not necessarily 

anonymous, every effort was made to provide the highest level of confidentiality relative to the 

data collected from novice teachers. Beyond keeping identifying information password protected 

codes served as another form of confidentiality. Codes were used in the next section of this study 

when referring to novice teachers in a way recognizable only to the researcher. Confidential 

codes combined letters and numbers for NT 1 and NT 2, indicating novice teacher number one 

and two, concluding through each novice teacher involved in the study. Minimizing risks to 

participant information was reduced by collecting data essential to the study’s purpose, reducing 

the researcher from being inundated with information that may not be needed to fulfill the 

study’s purpose. Data collected from novice teachers will be deleted at the conclusion of the 

study, as outlined in the Belmont Report (National Commission for the Protection of Human 

Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research, 1979). 

The role of the researcher in a qualitative study is to gain insight through reflection into a 

problem impacting the natural world (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The researcher must 



88 

acknowledge their inherent position of power as they serve as conductors of the study. 

Positionality within a research study is defined as the individual's social location, role, and 

relationships with the study’s context (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). An individual’s positionality 

can impact the research process, making it imperative that researchers acknowledge their 

positions of power by bracketing or epoching their experiences with the study’s topic. Therefore, 

I had to bracket experiences as a novice teacher working under many of the same conditions with 

similar sociodemographic populations. In preparing to explore the lived experiences of novice 

teachers influenced by the ACEs of the students they teach; reflexive approaches were exercised. 

Reflexive journaling was used to propel the individual conducting the study to engage in self-

examination as it forced one to acknowledge the influence of previously held biases, 

assumptions, and identities that may influence the study. 

Summary 

This section provided an overview of the methodology and design used to explore the 

influence that students' adverse childhood experiences can have on the social-emotional 

experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban educational environments. The 

methodology and design section began by discussing the research design and explaining how a 

phenomenological approach best explains the topic of interest. The chapter continued with a 

discussion of the population and sample. This study included novice teachers with one to three 

years of professional experience in urban environments where students are likely to encounter 

ACEs. Purposeful sampling was used to identify a population that could inform the research 

relative to the study’s problem, purpose, and research questions. 

Data collection instruments for this study included an initial virtual and in-person open-

ended interview, two semi-structured interviews, and the collection of professional documents, 
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artifacts, or physical evidence reflecting the setting where the phenomenon is likely to occur. The 

Fine-Tuning interview protocol (Creswell, 2018) was used for field testing, and Seidman’s Three 

Interview Series protocol (2006) and Patton’s six-question types (2002) guided the data 

collection process. All protocols encouraged open dialogue and provided support in structuring 

and asking questions that adhered to ethical standards as outlined in the Belmont Report (PL-38-

348). This section further discussed the process for data analysis once all forms of data were 

collected. While NVivo was reserved for efficient management, storage, and analysis, the steps 

of the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method (Moustakas, 1994) was used throughout the data 

analysis process. Assumptions, limitations, and delimitations, including researcher bias, sample 

size, and the exclusion of other populations, such as experienced teachers in rural and suburban 

environments, were addressed in the final subsections of this chapter. 
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Section 3: Findings, Implications, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the feelings and 

experiences of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are exposed to 

social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs), possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et 

al., 2025). The problem addressed in this study is that novice elementary school teachers in urban 

environments are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), 

possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). Two 

research questions framed this study. The research questions that framed this study are listed 

below. 

RQ1 

What are the social-emotional experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban 

elementary school environments as they support students with adverse childhood experiences? 

RQ2 

How do novice elementary school teachers working in urban educational environments 

cope with their feelings about the adverse of childhood experiences the students they teach? 

The organization of this section begins with a discussion of the four criteria of 

trustworthiness, including the role of member checking on the study’s findings. Followed by a 

descriptive summary of the novice teachers who participated in this study, including the 

demographic characteristics of individual participants. With potentially identifying information 

being obscured, a description of the overall study is provided, and the results are reported 
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without interpretation. An overview of the study organized by each research questions is 

provided following the descriptive summary of participants. 

Factors or limitations that may influence the interpretation of the results include the 

population selected for participation in this study. Selecting novice teachers in urban elementary 

schools who have experienced the layered influence of the adverse childhood experiences of 

their students may serve as a limitation since other populations of novice teachers, including 

middle and high school novice teachers and those in suburban environments, were not part of 

this study. In addition to focusing on novice teachers within a specific environment, limitations 

may involve the sample size and that the study's participants were drawn from the same urban 

school district. The potential limitations of this study indicate that the findings may only be 

applied to similar contexts where novice teachers encounter mirrored experiences. The 

implications and recommendations for practice and future research are discussed later in the 

study. 

Trustworthiness of the Data 

The trustworthiness of a qualitative study indicates the extent to which the data collected 

may be influenced by the person conducting the study, potentially leading to conclusions that are 

misleading to the reader (Aspers & Corte, 2019). Lincoln and Guba (1985) outlined four 

qualitative research criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The 

first element of trustworthiness is credibility. Credibility is the plausibility of the findings in a 

research study (Apers & Corte, 2019). The credibility of a study is established through research-

based methods of phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1994). These established methods 

relative to this study include epoching or bracketing any experiences with the phenomenon. 

Though intimately familiar with the study's topic through decades of professional practice in 
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similar environments, epoching helped maintain the positionality of a researcher and not that of a 

former novice teacher participating in this study. Proactive measures were taken within the study 

to reduce researcher bias, thus maintaining the credibility of the data collected from novice 

teachers. 

Prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, and member checking are 

techniques that helped ensure the credibility of this research study (Tisdell et al., 2025). While 

member checking the interview transcripts with participants did not influence the study’s results, 

both electronic and in person opportunities were provided for participants to provide feedback to 

the responses they provided in previous interviews. Member checking was further used to ensure 

that novice teachers were more than just respondents to the questions that were asked of them. A 

critical aspect of trustworthiness, member checking was employed as a means to ensure the 

voices of participants are represented accurately in a study (Candela, 2019). Member checking 

involved participants receiving a raw transcript of their typed responses 24 hours after the 

interview via email. All the study’s participants except for one novice teacher did not respond to 

the opportunity to edit the transcript. Time was also allotted at the start of each new interview 

phase for participants to edit, review, or delete any previous responses provided. The start of 

each interview began with providing novice teachers with the opportunity to discuss any 

questions or concerns regarding the previous interview. Except for a few misspellings, none of 

the study’s participants disagreed with the transcript’s accuracy. 

Prolonged engagement refers to the researcher spending an extended amount of time with 

participants gaining greater insight into their experiences, values, and social interactions 

(Bloomberg, 2017). Prolonged time over a three-series interview protocol led to trust between 

the interviewer and interviewee(s). This trust allowed for a wider range of responses. While 
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observation as a stand-alone data collection method was not used, natural observations of 

participants during each of the three interviews included observed body language, deep breaths, 

and hesitation of responses. These natural observations were to add to the thick descriptions and 

an overall understanding of participants. Along with persistent, natural observations during 

interviews, triangulation was also used to establish credibility. Triangulation is a technique that 

tests validity through the meeting of data from various sources and differing researchers 

(Bloomberg, 2017). Triangulation of the data included the collection and analysis of documents 

submitted by participants substantiating their experiences with other teachers, students, 

communities, and families. 

The second element of trustworthiness is transferability. Transferability is defined as the 

degree to which the findings of a study can be transferred to other settings, contexts, and 

populations (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Transferability in this study was used to develop the type 

of thick descriptions often found in qualitative studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Referring to the 

use of thick descriptions to define and apply the setting to other contexts (Bloomberg, 2017) 

transferability has been highlighted in multiple ways in this study. Transferability, as it applies to 

this study, will enable readers to use the findings in other contexts mirroring the study’s 

participants and overall research design. The detailed descriptions of the time and context across 

six different elementary school teachers with distinct sets of students added to the study’s 

transferability as the school settings varied by not only student populations, but the 

socioeconomic status and demographics of the surrounding communities. The study’s 

participants expressed a range of experiences relative to the influence that student ACEs can 

have on them depending on factors such as leadership, collegial support, mentoring, building 

facilities, and family support and connections (Bettini & Clark, 2021; Diab & Green, 2024). 
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Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that thick descriptions provide a level of external 

validity by illustrating in sufficient detail the extent to which the researcher has made explicit 

such details as the natural setting of the participants and the setting(s) in which the study was 

conducted. These details further include the climate, behaviors, and attitudes of participants. 

Each of these has been used to add to the study’s transferability. Unlike quantitative studies, 

transferability is not only reliant on the time and context, but the degree of similarity between 

future contexts (Lincoln & Guba,1985). The study’s findings have been articulated beginning 

with the initial focused life history interviews through the final reflection of meaning interviews 

where participants provided detailed reflections on the meaning they applied to their experiences 

within the phenomenon. This added clarity and further context to the findings. 

The third element of trustworthiness is dependability. Dependability refers to the 

consistency of the findings of a study over time (Aspers & Corte, 2019). As opposed to results 

that can be replicated over time as in quantitative studies, dependability focuses on findings that 

can be tracked and documented over time (Aspers & Corte, 2019). Ensuring that a study can be 

repeated over time, dependability includes the aspect of consistency (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). 

Dependability in this study included ensuring that the research process for this study was well-

documented, logical, and able to be traced by anyone who reads the study. The documented, 

logical, and traceable steps to this study have been detailed throughout beginning with Section 3. 

The steps of the data collection and analysis process have been clearly articulated and include 

graphics to assist the reader in understanding how the data was collected, organized, and 

analyzed, leading to the development of the study’s findings. 

The fourth element of trustworthiness is confirmability. Confirmability is used to 

establish that the study’s findings and interpretations are drawn from the data collected from 
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participants and not from the interests and motivations of the researcher (Korstjens & Moser, 

2018). As part of confirmability, the researcher must demonstrate how conclusions and 

interpretations have been reached. Aligned to the recommendations of Aspers & Corte (2019) the 

experiences of participants and the findings of the study have been grounded in the research 

literature that framed this study. Specific confirmability activities include transparent 

descriptions of the actions taken from this study's genesis to the reporting of the findings. 

Confirmability in this study also included the trust created during the initial interviews to engage 

with participants across all interview phases regardless of previously held assumptions and 

biases about the phenomenon. 

Discussions of the transformation of raw data, natural observations during interview 

phases, and identifying themes within the data have been made transparent in this study. 

Engaging with data from a neutral standpoint during the second and third interviews was done 

through open-ended questions designed to elicit a wide range of natural responses from 

participants. While subjectivity is likely to occur in qualitative studies, Bloomberg (2017) stated 

that the goal of confirmability is not to produce a set of objective findings but to demonstrate a 

level of reflexivity that makes clear any biases, preconceived ideas, assumptions, and 

subjectivity on the part of the researcher. 

Findings 

Data collected from six novice teachers from varying elementary schools within the same 

urban intensive school district were used to develop the findings of this study. Urban intensive 

school districts are school districts located in large metropolitan cities within the United States 

(Howard & Miller, 2021). Participants ages ranged from 24 to over 50, with an average age of 

31.8 years. Beyond the range of ages, participants' life experiences, racial and cultural identities 
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added depth to understanding the influence of student adversities on the social-emotional 

experiences of novice teachers in urban environments. While diversity existed among individual 

participants, statements drawn from interviews and documents revealed commonalities in the 

details of the experiences of participants and how the participants make meaning of those 

experiences. 

Recruited through snowball sampling, each novice teacher met the eligibility criteria 

which was verified before beginning the first of the three interviews required for data collection. 

Eligible participants worked in a typical elementary classroom setting serving as a general or 

special education teacher in one or more of the core subject areas. Novice teachers were required 

to be engaged in teacher coursework and possess a conditional teaching certificate allowing them 

to work toward full credentialing. Finally, participants willing to elaborate on the details of their 

experiences with teacher burnout, fatigue, stressors, and thoughts of resignation (Camacho, 

2018) were selected to take part in this study. It is important to note that none of the six 

participants allowed themselves to be video or audio recorded for this study. A descriptive 

summary of each participant has been outlined in subsequent paragraphs. Table 3 shows 

demographic information for each participant. 
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Table 3 

Participant Demographic Information 

NT 

Number 
Pseudonym 

Years 

Taught 
Age Race/Ethnicity 

Grades 

1 
Clay 3.0 29 Black 5th 

2 Murch 1.5 24 White 
4th 

3 Kellie 1.0 28 Black 
2-5th 

4 Ken 2.5 30 Latino 
2nd 

5 Millie 1.0 27 Black 
3rd 

6 Georgia 3.0 50+ White 
3rd 

Descriptive Summary of Participants 

Clay, the first novice teacher interviewed, is in his third year of teaching. Though only 

teaching for three years, Clay is already working at his second school, which is uncommon for 

most novice teachers in his district. Opting to interview in person at a community marketplace, 

Clay was initially hesitant to open up during the initial interview. Clay made clear his 

participation was at the request of his teacher friend, who initially desired to participate in this 

study. After easing into the interview and realizing that his middle-upper class upbringing as a 

Black American male was not under scrutiny, his body language relaxed, and his jaw muscles 

loosened. Clay went from appearing to be closed off to providing the most data across all three 

interviews. He was on time and greeted each subsequent interview with a smile. While Clay 

expressed frustrations with his principal, whom he believes has negatively singled him out on 

multiple occasions, he was open to any form of prompting. He took several deep breaths when 

speaking about his most recent 5th-grade class, including the low and high points. 
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Murch, the second participant interviewed, has been teaching for a year and a half. Murch 

was high-energy and talkative and expressed pride in her cultural heritage. She responded to 

questions throughout all three interviews without prompting and unknowingly answered several 

questions well before the questions were asked. Murch started teaching midway through her first 

year when, according to her accounts, the previous novice teacher did not return after the 

Christmas break. Between graduate school applications to pursue an LCSW in social work, 

Murch decided to apply for a teaching job and found herself teaching within two weeks. 

Unprepared to teach high-needs, below-level students, Murch clarified that she loves her students 

and the classroom community she created. Inside her four walls exists a protective bubble that 

she believes preserves all things innocent about childhood. She maintains a firm, no-bullying 

zone. Murch stated that she remains steadfast and refuses to be "bullied" by her school's 

administration despite being reprimanded multiple times and compared to veteran teachers with 

more expertise. Her core belief is that the happiness of her students, and not that of the 

administrators, is what matters most. 

At the time of the interview(s), Kellie had completed her first year of teaching and 

displayed natural enthusiasm for her students despite a challenging first year with a caregiver 

incident. Kellie was equally enthusiastic about participating in this study. Kellie was the only 

person who chose to meet over Zoom. Of the six participants, Kellie believed she most identified 

with the students in her self-contained special education class. While she was a self-described 

honor student when it came to her academics, Kellie described losing her mother suddenly 

during her middle school years and being raised by an older sister who stepped in as a surrogate 

parent. Like her current population of students, Kellie grew up surrounded by decaying buildings 

and an unsafe community. She mentioned momentary bouts of self-diagnosed Post-Traumatic 
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Stress Disorder on Monday mornings when she drives into a community reminiscent of the one 

she worked hard to escape. Nonetheless, Kellie shared her love of her mentor teacher of 25 years 

and plans to remain at her current school for many years. After working in the criminal justice 

system immediately following her undergraduate years with adolescents facing numerous ACEs 

leading to their crimes, Kellie believes that she is at her school to change the trajectory of 

children with ACEs. 

Ken is a second-year teacher who began his career midway through the 2022 school year. 

Ken opted to meet in person at a coffee shop. Unlike the other participants, Ken grew up in an 

immigrant community in Florida, where English was not his first language. After taking nearly 

double the time to pursue his bachelor's degree due to a full-time work schedule, Ken came to his 

school district for a personal life change. With Spanish as his first language, Ken has found 

success working in a community where more than 70% of the student population is a 

combination of native Spanish speakers and new to the United States. Feeling at home in his 

school community, Ken has become a staple within his two-and-a-half years of teaching at his 

sizeable elementary school. Surrounded by an environment split between six-figure-earning 

couples with no children and immigrant families with multiple generations in one dwelling, Ken 

does not face many external stressors other participants expressed. Ken stated that his stressors, 

including burnout and fatigue, are self-imposed due to staying late to translate for his parents. He 

also volunteers with the local immigration and refugee center to find students who have been 

missing from school. Finally, Ken supports his teacher-friend, who does not speak Spanish and 

has difficulty understanding the lives of the parents whose children they teach. 

Although substituting and working with children in recreational settings, Millie is a first-

year teacher. Millie believed their previous experience with children, whether substituting or 
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working in after-school tutoring programs, counted toward formal teaching as it did not. Millie 

appeared to be the most pensive of all the participants in this study despite the end of the current 

school year. They spoke of being unsupported with 3rd graders in emotional and mental distress 

and approximately eight students with emotional needs that they did not have the skill set to 

support. Millie spoke of having objects thrown their way and staying up late into the night, 

studying strategies on cultural relevancy to find ways to help students. Millie despises the current 

curriculum and is committed to implementing more cultural relevancy in their work with 

students. Despite their distressed demeanor, leaning forward with hands clasped for most 

interviews, Millie shared that they love their students and are willing to give the school year 

another as their love for children and the trauma they encounter will not allow them to abandon 

children in need. 

Georgia is a Caucasian female and a career-changer. Spending decades as a pediatric 

trauma nurse, Georgia described herself as an unconventional novice teacher. While Georgia had 

become accustomed to witnessing children experience trauma, her mostly immigrant school 

community is comprised of challenges that were unique to her past experiences. Although 

Georgia is unaware of any forms of neglect or abuse her students may experience, she noticed 

that the adversities linked to English language learners posed a different set of adversities that 

she is still learning to understand. Unlike the 3rd-graders she teaches, Georgia hails from a rural 

community and has always desired to work with children who had vastly different experiences 

from hers. While Georgia believes that she is fulfilling her purpose by working with children 

experiences ACEs, she admitted to experiencing what she deems as severe burnout. The burnout 

Georgia experienced resulted in semi-permanent red eyes for weeks and thinning hair. With 

interviews occurring at a coffee shop within walking distance of her school, Georgia's demeanor 
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was friendly and open, tensing only when discussing experiences with her school's 

administration. 

Discussion of the Study-Interviews 

The Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method was used to support the emergence of 

themes across both of the study's research questions. Employed in phenomenological studies, 

this method of analysis allowed for depth into participants' lived experiences drawn from 

transcript data and documents submitted by novice teachers (Moustakas, 1994). Identifying 

themes and insight into the phenomenon came through implementing the seven sequential and 

iterative steps of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method, which first involves 

familiarization with data. Identifying significant statements, converting significant statements 

into formulated meanings, and categorizing meaning to develop themes were the next steps in 

designing the study's findings. Developing an exhaustive description of the phenomenon based 

on the previous steps of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method and producing the 

fundamental structure such that only the basic essence of the participant experience was revealed 

led to the final step in the process. Seeking verification for the validation of findings was the last 

step in developing the study's themes. This interactive step involved participants via member 

checking to ensure that the study's findings accurately reflected their experiences as novice 

teachers in their current school settings. Member checking relative to the last steps of the 

Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method was used to verify the basic structure and key 

statements describing the participant's lived experiences relative to the phenomenon. 

The first step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method of familiarization 

(Moustakas, 1994) with the data involved a first and second rereading of interview transcripts 

from each of the six participants across all three interviews and thoroughly examining the 
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documents submitted for review. Familiarization with the data included using manual and 

electronic processes for first and second-cycle coding. Basic elements such as word count and 

repetition, as well as identifying repeated words, keywords in context, and phrases most salient 

to the participant experience were crucial parts of becoming familiar with the data that was 

captured. Reading and rereading the data for nuances and other aspects expressed by the study’s 

novice teachers occurred after each individual interview leading to the second step in the 

Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method. 

The second step involved the identification of significant statements made by 

participants. Identifying substantial statements made by the study’s novice teachers involved 

searching transcripts for larger chunks of data, comparing/contrasting data across participants, 

and searching for language patterns, including synonyms and metaphors. Following the 

identification of significant statements, the third step involved converting identified statements 

into formulated meanings known as codes. This step in the theme development process involved 

roughly categorizing statements into similarities and forming patterns with initial themes across 

participant transcripts. Converting significant statements into codes further involved rereading 

and organizing the data, based on word choice(s), inferences, and popular expressions common 

to novice teachers in a specific urban environment. Following the manual coding process, an 

NVivo file was created whereby more than 80 codes were electronically generated for the first 

research question and 60 codes for the second research question. 

The fourth step involved categorizing meanings (codes) to develop themes. Generated 

electronically and refined manually, the themes for the first research question revealed the range 

of social-emotional experiences that novice teachers in this study encountered in their work with 

students with adverse childhood experiences. Nearly 20 themes were generated electronically. 
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Revisiting the data and clustering overlapping themes across participants resulted in six themes 

that provided insight into the first research question. While the themes will be elaborated on in 

more detail, the six themes and their corresponding meanings that addressed the first research 

question are described in the following paragraph. 

The first theme of teachers reflects the influence of and reliance on teachers that novices 

experience in their work with students with ACEs in complex environments. The second theme 

of community reflects the interdependent, emotional relationship between the schools where 

novices work and the communities in which they are situated. The third theme of 

Parents/families provided insight for novices into the root of the adversities their students face as 

minors dependent upon the decisions made by their parents and family members. Major ACEs, 

the fourth theme of ACEs initially identified by Felitti et al. (1998) and later expanded upon by 

Finkelhor (2020), reflected identified ACEs specific to the school communities that most 

influenced them. Students, the fifth theme focused on the challenges novice teachers experience 

in providing academic instruction to students experiencing a range of other factors which have 

been noted to interfere with children’s progress in school (Blodgett. & Lanigan 2018). The final 

theme for the first research question revealed the importance of emotions. Participants expressed 

sentiments that captured their emotions as they interacted with teachers, communities, 

parents/families, and grappled with the ACEs of their students. 

A sample of the themes and related codes for the first research question is shown in Table 

4. An expansive list of themes and codes can be found in the appendices of this study. 



104 

Table 4 

Sample of First-cycle Coding: Research Question 1 

Theme Participant Quote 

Teachers 1 Teacher relationships of all types are 

important to me, Substitute teachers, 

older teachers: we are kindred spirits. 

It feels like inclusivity and warmth 

Community 2 The surrounding school community 

Challenges stereotypes; there’s lots of 

greenery and clean; good residents 

who look out for the teachers. They 

Protect the school…our partners are 

great 

Parents/Families 3 My parents try hard, but my kids 

suffer from their choices and end of 

facing adversities because of their 

parents unhealthy relationship choice. 

This results in dysfunctional living 

circumstances 

Major ACEs 4 My students face food shortages. 

They face unusual obstacles because 

they may be new to this country 

Students 5 I try different strategies, but I 

still end up dealing with behavior 

problems and I never really get to 

the academics 

Emotions 

6 

My emotions range from 

feelings of anxious to shifts in 

my mood shifts; love my students but 

I’m always fearing something like 
pop-up observations 

In continuing with the fourth step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method, themes 

were also developed for the study’s second research question. Focused on how novice teachers 

cope with their feelings about the ACEs of their students, the second research question resulted 
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in six manually generated themes. The six themes were reduced from 13 electronically produced 

themes to reveal how novice teachers cope with internal and external factors relative to their 

experiences in urban school environments. The themes that addressed the second research 

questions are outlined in the following paragraph. 

Emotional safety was the first theme addressing the second research question. Emotional 

safety was a sentiment expressed by participants as they found themselves in need of emotional 

safe spaces due to their work with students with ACEs The second theme of personal community 

reflects the chosen community of neighbors, family members, and colleagues that novice 

teachers credit with supporting them through their high-stress work environments as they help 

students facing adversities. Boundaries, the third theme, spoke to how novice teachers created 

boundaries that transcended their personal well-being and enabled them to cope with their work-

related stressors. Self-care arose as the fourth theme as novice teachers experienced stress, 

burnout, and compassion fatigue at the risk of their physical and mental health. Stressors: 

Stressors, the fifth theme reflected an unending cycle of stressors which for most participants 

triggered the ongoing need to rely on their personal communities, create emotional safety, 

establish boundaries, and engage in self-care. The Why, the final theme for the second research 

question reflected the reasons why novice teachers engage with sometimes hostile 

parents/families, unsupportive veteran teachers, and ignored by administrators to an intangible 

source outside of rational decision-making. A sample of the themes and related codes for the 

second research question is shown in Table 5. An expanded list of themes and codes can be 

found in the appendices of this study. 
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Table 5 

Sample of Second-cycle Coding: Research Question 2 

Theme Participant # Quote 

Emotional Safety 1 The room of a kinder teacher and the office 

of an admin team member are my safe havens. 

These are the place I go to decompress and feel 

seen and appreciated for what I do with my kids. 

Personal Community 2 My family is proud of me, but my sister-in-law 

is my person. She is there for me on some super 

tough days. My teacher besties is part of my 

chosen community too. 

Creating Boundaries 3 Saying no is hard for me because I know it will 

benefit my scholars, but I have to protect myself. 

When I do not set boundaries, my body suffers. 

Boundaries are my way of standing up for 

myself 

Self-care 4 My self-care includes time with my spouse and 

our fur babies…grabbing some good food and 

watching something fun on TV. It’s as simple as 
shutting down my device during family time 

Stressors 5 A few of my students need help beyond what I 

can provide, and when they act out (which is 

often), I am stressed out. This is coupled with 

visits from different leaders in an out of my 

classroom 

Reasons Why 6 I know without a doubt that I have a higher 

calling to work with children faces adversities 
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The fifth step, developing an exhaustive description of the phenomenon based on the 

identified themes and steps one through four of the modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method 

required the creation of an exhaustive description of the phenomenon under exploration. This 

step involved synthesizing the meanings derived from the themes of both research questions for 

an in-depth description of the experiences of the novice teacher engaged in this study. 

Developing an exhaustive description required revisiting interview transcripts and documents to 

bring together all identified themes to create an account that describes the essence of what novice 

teachers in urban environments influenced by the adversities of their students’ experience. This 

description comprised details of the participants’ experiences in their school environments, the 

range of social-emotional experiences and the meaning they apply to those experiences. Finally, 

the exhaustive description included how novice teachers cope with the factors that add to the 

stressors they encounter in their work with students with ACEs, along with salient quotes that 

highlight the participant experience. The exhaustive description served to create a depiction that 

extended beyond individual statements and themes to offer a full understanding of the social-

emotional experiences of novice elementary school teachers influenced by the adverse childhood 

experiences of their students. 

The sixth step of the Modified Stevick Colaizzi-Keen method focused on summarizing 

the exhaustive description developed into the key aspects of the study’s topic (Moustakas, 1994). 

Revisiting interview transcripts and developing themes across both research questions, such as 

teachers, community, and emotional safety, moved the description beyond individual participant 

stories to an overall understanding of the experiences of novice teachers in an identified urban 

area as a group. Thus, the study’s fundamental structure is shaped by novice teachers 
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experiencing a series of internal and external factors that influence their work and commitment 

to elementary-aged children facing adverse childhood experiences. 

The seventh and final step of the process focused on ensuring the credibility of the 

descriptions by involving the participants in the process. Seeking verification for the validation 

of the findings was done through member checking. While member checking was conducted 

after each of the three interviews to ensure that data was accurately captured, this form of 

member checking was done to present participants with a summarized version of their 

experiences. Novice teachers were individually shown a descriptive summary of the participants 

relative to their participation in the study. Novices were also sent a chart of the themes that 

emerged from their transcribed data and a brief narrative describing the study's findings, no more 

than one paragraph. Independent study reviewers were not part of the verification process to 

validate findings. 

Document Review 

In addition to interview data, personal/professional documents submitted by participants 

and open-access public records were used to substantiate the details of the participant(s) 

experience. Beyond validating individual experiences, documents were submitted by novice 

teachers substantiating the study’s themes. Thank you notes, e-cards, and baked goods 

highlighted the need for validation and support from fellow teachers regardless of the level of 

teacher experience. In sharing documentation of teacher support, novices noted that their peers, 

whether mentors or fellow novices, helped with in-the-moment decision-making with parents, 

administrative strife and assisted with students facing a range of adversities. Additional examples 

of theme support and individual experiences included gift cards and acknowledgment for 

participation in shoe giveaways and other community-based activities. Photographs of backpacks 
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filled with microwavable food items for the weekend demonstrate the food insecurity and 

housing instability that some students encounter. Food and housing insecurities were some of the 

major ACEs identified by novices as they spoke of how the ACEs of their students influenced 

them. 

Additional documentation supporting the study's themes included behavior management 

charts and contracts, which underscored novice's attempts at focusing on student outcomes while 

attempting to provide instruction despite behavioral interruptions. Banned cell phone signs 

highlight experiences with parents that some novices deemed as less than positive, provoking 

feelings of anger, fear, and distress due to altercations concerning confiscated phones. Despite 

experiences that novices viewed as negative, shoe-give away activities for the beginning of the 

school year reflect the interactive relationship between novice teachers and the communities 

where their schools are located. Snapshots of performance improvement plans and classroom 

feedback regarding room environments, classroom management, and time on task reflected the 

stressors that novice teachers experience, including administrative strife. Amidst a range of 

positive and negative experiences, participants submitted documents highlighting the reason they 

remain committed to serving students with adversities. Photographs of worn action figures, 

rubber balls, and other items taken from students during class remind novices of their work with 

students facing challenges. The submitted documents highlight participants' social-emotional 

experiences in their work with students with ACEs in urban environments. 

Beyond documents submitted by participants, public records such as the McKinney-

Vento Homeless Assistance Act (CDFA 84.196), which is the United States Department of 

Education's response to education for homeless students, were referenced in response to 

participants being influenced by the housing instability of their students. Whereas none of the 
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novices mentioned students being unhoused for an extended period, the McKenny Vento Act 

outlines schools and school districts' responsibility to provide students with services and support. 

Services under the McKinney Vento Act, most notably include mental health, to address the 

trauma that adversities experience may have caused. Public records referenced also include the 

Maryland State Department of Education's Licensure Pathways for teachers. With the eligibility 

criteria for the study focused on teachers still working toward full licensure or certification, these 

public documents were critical as novices noted certification requirements as one of the major 

stressors they experienced. 

While the state education department outlined multiple pathways for full licensure, the 

district where novice teachers work requires 36 post-baccalaureate credit hours and six hours of 

reading coursework. Furthermore, teachers without undergraduate degrees in education are 

required to pass the Praxis assessment for state licensure and any other specialty area 

assessments, such as those needed for special educators. The detailed certification requirements 

concerning the study’s novice teachers are critical as most participants have delayed or 

abandoned the required coursework even though their employment hinges upon completing their 

certification requirements. Most novices in this study found that taking virtual, hybrid, or in-

person classes was too overwhelming after working in challenging environments throughout the 

day. 

The final set of public records referenced as it relates to the participants’ experiences and 

the themes of this study was the Maryland Compilation of School Discipline Laws and 

Regulations. While it is the responsibility of each district and school administrator to apply the 

laws for student discipline to their learning environment, the Maryland Compilation of School 

Discipline Laws and Regulations outline the type of discipline and consequence necessary to 
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maintain safe and supportive student environments. Half of the participants noted their struggles 

with student discipline and how they felt unsupported by their administrators. This document 

notes key areas of student discipline described by participants during the interview process. 

Some noteworthy sections of the discipline laws and regulations relative to the participants' 

experiences include incident reporting to parents, student bullying, and the teacher's autonomy to 

remove students from the classroom. While there were no laws or regulations against teachers 

removing children from the classroom, novices noted that they were often reprimanded for this 

practice. Whereas novices believed suspension was the appropriate response to disruptive 

behavior, social-emotional learning, as outlined in the laws and regulations, is noted as an 

alternative response. It should be noted that one novice teacher submitted documents in support 

of social-emotional safe spaces within the classroom. While the teacher did not believe the 

practice was strong enough for the discipline issues in the classroom, they were committed to 

finding ways to reduce disruptive behaviors. 

The themes from the interview data added to the credibility of the study’s findings and 

explained what novice teachers experienced as they support students with ACEs and how they 

cope with their feelings in such environments. While this study focused on the influence of 

student ACEs and not on the personal adversities of the participants, novice teachers freely 

shared their experiences, connections, or lack of personal experience with the phenomenon of 

ACEs and how their life experiences continue to influence their work with students with adverse 

childhood experiences in marginalized communities. Participant experiences as described in their 

own words via transcript data will be discussed in response to each research question in 

subsequent paragraphs 
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RQ 1 

What are the social-emotional experiences of novice elementary school teachers in 

urban elementary school environments as they support students with adverse childhood 

experiences? 

The first research question sought to answer the question of what the social-emotional 

experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban environments are. There were six 

themes that aligned with RQ 1: teachers, community, parents/families, major ACEs, students, 

and emotions. The findings from interview transcripts and documents revealed that novice 

teachers' experiences are intertwined with various factors. These factors include the rapid 

formation of close relationships with fellow teachers and the reciprocity between novice teachers 

and the communities where they work, including parents and families. Themes for this study 

were derived from comparisons across interview transcripts and documents submitted by 

participants. Pattern coding was initially used to group clusters of related words and phrases into 

meaningful categories. Focused coding was then used to refine codes that were initially grouped 

and subsequently categorized. Manually refining codes based on relevance to each research 

question led to developing the study's themes. A visual display representing the clusters of words 

and phrases used to develop the study’s themes is included in the appendices of this study. 

Theme 1 - Teachers. Teachers was the first central theme to emerge in response to the 

first research question. Whether noting parents who worked as career educators or teachers who 

inspired them, participants' experiences with teachers influenced their career choices and daily 

experiences as novice teachers. From the focused life history interviews to the final Reflection 

on Meaning, the importance of teachers in participants' lives became a critical concept in this 

study. Interview questions focused on novice teachers’ combined school experiences, teaching in 
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an urban environment, and the support they did or did not receive in their current workspaces led 

to identifying related codes based on interview responses. Phrases clustered around the theme of 

teachers included teacher friends, mentor teachers, and the importance of other novice teachers. 

Concepts such as vulnerability, trust, and the emotional experiences novice teachers had with 

other teachers further supported this theme. Participants such as Kellie elaborated on the 

vulnerability she experienced with teachers she had only known for months. Kellie described the 

way she relied on her colleagues for social and emotional support. 

Kellie stated, “My family has never seen the tears I felt vulnerable enough to shed with 

my mentor and the other teachers on my team.” Kellie noted that the homely feel of her school 

evoked a natural sense of sharing and openness with the other teachers. Whether sharing baked 

goods from home as indicated in the documents or the adversities of their students, Kellie 

lamented that by mid-year, she had shared some of her most personal thoughts with her 

colleagues. Kellie added the following to capture the close the innate trust she has in the teachers 

on her team. “The teachers on my team supported me through a hurtful experience. I was berated 

and cursed at by a parent. They rallied around me in such a way that it felt as if they had known 

me for years.” 

Elaborating on how rapidly bonds are formed with other teachers, Murch credited another 

novice teacher with preventing her from leaving teaching prematurely. Though she found the 

veteran teachers at her school to be less than supportive, she credited her bond with another 

novice teacher as the primary reason she chose to commit to at least one more year of teaching. 

Murch shared how the friendship the two have formed has transferred into her life beyond 

school. “Whether in or outside of school, we are the only ones who understand our unique 

challenges and feel like outsiders in our building.” Echoing a sentiment shared by another 
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participant, Millie would welcome a larger network of teacher support but is grateful for the 

connection they share with someone whom they consider a true friend. 

Theme 2 - Community. While the theme of teachers resonated with the entire participant 

group, the second central theme, community, emerged as a key response to what participants 

experienced in their interactions within their surrounding school communities. The concept of 

community as a theme was initiated with participants making comparisons and, in some 

instances, sharp contrasts between their childhood communities and those of their students 

experiencing ACEs. While novice teachers were asked about the influence of the community, 

including parents, caregivers, and other stakeholders, parents and families ultimately emerged as 

a separate theme within the study based on the elaborate responses provided. Participant 

responses revealed that the concept of community encompassed organizations, local proprietors, 

and community leaders, including pastors and activists. 

The similarities among participant descriptions of their communities ranged from low-

income and gentrified communities to infiltrations of community violence. Amid describing 

decaying buildings and the struggles of immigrant families within their communities, novice 

teachers also described community leaders as proud, fully invested representatives. As 

participants personalized their connections to their communities, clusters of words such as 

depressed, motivated, and community connectedness appeared across participants and were 

grouped accordingly. Novice teachers’ connections to and feelings about their school community 

were expressed by participants such as Ken, who works in a predominantly Spanish-speaking 

community where many of his students struggle to fully communicate in English. 

Though not originally from the community where his school is located, Ken innately 

understood the struggles of a largely immigrant, Spanish-speaking community and the social, 
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political, and cultural context of their surroundings. For Ken, it was unquestionably similar to his 

childhood experiences and propelled him to do more than teach. Ken elaborated on the 

immediate need to engage with his school community during his first year of teaching. 

My investment in my school’s community is based on an understanding I hold of the 

values that people living and working near on another often share. The stories of the 

community where I work are the stories of the leaders in the community where I grew up. 

It is the story of people helping people push through adversity and insurmountable odds, 

while often feeling unwanted by the larger community, so I support without being asked. 

Ken's connection to the community surrounding his school is an example of its members' 

influence on him as a novice teacher in a diverse urban community where community members, 

including his students, frequently experience ACEs. 

Like Ken, Kellie works in a community that mirrors some of her childhood experiences. 

Excited about changing careers, Kellie shared that upon visiting her school before teaching, she 

was somewhat saddened by the optics of the community. Abandoned houses, broken glass, and 

graffiti on the nearby wall were the sights that, according to Kellie, immediately captured her 

attention. Kellie stated that her initial thoughts were. “I worked hard to escape a community like 

this, but here I was, several states away and surrounded by much of the same.” While the sadness 

over the urban decay of her school community still influences her on occasion, her involvement 

with the community, including local businesses, has shifted her outlook and her commitment to 

her students facing childhood adversities. In addition to supporting local bodegas at lunchtime, 

Kellie has volunteered to support multiple community-based after-school activities. 

I have become acquainted with the barber shop owner who offers students free haircuts, 

and the grandparents from the senior center who read to our students in the primary grade 
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classrooms. I also work closely with the sorority volunteers who support lunch shifts. The 

students trust these people, and they, in turn, share things about my students, such as who 

may be facing some crisis. 

Kellie and Ken’s affirming experiences within their school communities helped them to remain 

focused on the positive aspects of their experiences, as some participants had less than positive 

experiences with parents and families who reside within these communities. 

Theme 3 - Parents/Families. The next major theme that emerged was that of parents and 

families. Experiences with parents and families generated a range of emotional responses from 

participants. Words and phrases such as adult tantrums, tirades, and parental threats were 

threaded across participants when describing their experiences with parents and families. While 

participants such as Ken had overwhelmingly positive experiences with parents and families, the 

majority of participants did not. As participants worked closely with students and understood 

more about the adversities many parents encountered, phrases such as incarcerated parents, 

hardworking parents, missing parents, and poor parental choices were shared and later 

categorized as related codes. While participants shared that they did not want to place blame on 

the parents, Murch shared her feelings about parental contributions to the ACEs that one of her 

students encountered. 

I had a bright, inquisitive student who started shutting down. I had been trying for nearly 

a month but could not reach the student’s mother. Finally, the mother returns my call in 

the middle of the night, sounding like she was crying. Sadly, she was being abused by a 

partner, and she and her children, one of whom was my student, had been living in a van 

for months. I was not only horrified, but I felt helpless. Although she was a victim of 
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domestic violence, I found myself quietly angry with the mother for placing this level of 

adversity on her children. 

Murch’s emotional encounter with a family that was experiencing temporary homelessness due 

to an intimate partner relationship reflects the myriad emotions she often found herself 

experiencing when it came to the adversities her students faced. 

Clay’s dual experiences with the parents and families of his former students added to the 

words, phrases, and clusters of meaning that participants used to describe their experiences with 

parents and caregivers. “My initial interactions with parents were adversarial and connected to 

confiscating electronic device during instructional time.” Although Clay stated that he was 

reinforcing school policy by holding the items until a parent came to retrieve them, he often 

absorbed the brunt of parental frustration. “I had no idea that most of my parents did not have 

their own transportation. I understood that upholding school policy only added to their 

frustrations, and I caught the brunt of it.” 

Over time, Clay avoided reinforcing his school’s cell phone policy and consequently 

avoided interactions with parents, as they seemed to end negatively for him. Clay supported his 

experiences with photos of banned cell phone signs. A newly adopted state-wide policy on 

electronic devices in schools further substantiated his experiences. While the experiences of 

Clay, Murch, Kellie, and Millie added to the cluster of related phrases resulting in negative 

parental experiences, Clay shared that helping the grandparent of one of his former students 

provided him with a set of positive experiences. “She was kind and gave context as to why some 

of the parents were hostile.” Ken concluded by stating that he knew he had to find compassion 

within to change his interactions with the parents and families of his students. 
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Theme 4 - ACEs. Major childhood adversities was the fourth theme that emerged from 

the data, with participants noting the difficulty of providing academic instruction while 

responding to student adversities. Major childhood adversities, such as food and housing 

insecurity, emerged as a theme in response to the first research question. This theme emerged as 

an extension of novice teachers sharing their interactions with parents and families and their 

observations regarding the connectedness between parental actions and the cluster of adversities 

their students experienced. Although numerous childhood adversities exist, novice teachers in 

this study referred to the following adversities across interviews. The cluster of adversities 

included housing instability, food insecurity, incarceration, abandonment, missing parents, and 

language barriers. Domestic and community violence emerged as related phrases. With the 

participants’ schools existing within underserved communities or communities amid 

gentrification, participants noted poverty and other factors related to poverty, such as 

undereducation and some parents’ inability to help children with homework, as part of the major 

ACEs their students encounter. 

Clay shared his experiences with the ACEs his students face. “My students witness and 

sometimes experience a lot of violence. They seem enraptured by it, which frustrates me to act.” 

Elaborating on the unsafe communities and violence his students encounter, Clay also shared 

how he attempted to counter what his students experience. “I started a mentoring club where I 

stayed after two or three days a week, talking to my kids, especially the boys, about alternatives 

to violence.” This club soon included homework and tutoring to give them a safe space. 

Whereas Clay described the violence that surrounds his students, Kellie explained her 

experiences with food insecurity within her school and the community. “My school is in an 

impoverished neighborhood. My school has everything from a closet with clean clothing to an 
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empty classroom that doubles as a food pantry.” While sharing that the school’s food pantry 

supplies students with weekend backpacks and is open for parents experiencing food 

insufficiency, she detailed what she found most surprising. 

The food pantry is open to anyone in the community twice a month for those in need. The 

line was often outside the school's back door. I am grateful that donations given to our 

school support the entire community, but I am equally depressed that this is the measure 

people have to go through to feed themselves and their families. 

Thoughts and reflections shared by participants noted that ACEs such as sustained community 

violence and food insecurity influence their most important stakeholder, the students. 

Theme 5 - Students. A broad category, students emerged as the fifth theme in response 

to the first research question. While participants were not asked directly about students as they 

were not the study’s focus, participants shared that parents/families, the surrounding community, 

and the ACEs students encounter influence their experiences with the students they teach. Codes 

related to this theme ranged from classroom management, student emotional needs, and 

academic performance. Beyond attempting to implement behavior management strategies and 

seeking support with student attendance, novice teachers shared that working with large numbers 

of students with ACEs created a range of emotions that they continued to grapple with even 

though the school year had concluded. While struggling with behavior management and how 

best to teach their mostly below-level third-grade class, Millie’s experiences were both 

frustrating and frightening. “I love my kids and want to become the type of teacher who is 

impactful…the type of teacher that TV shows revolve around, but I cannot get my students to 

settle down long enough for me to teach.” Millie went on to describe the emotional distress that a 

large number of her students experience, making teaching a difficult task. In addition to the 
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frustration expressed during the second interview, Millie described the dangerous situations in 

the classroom. 

Half of my class have been identified as highflyers by the school support team, meaning 

they can experience emotional meltdowns at any time during the day. These are some of 

the most challenging moments I have experienced. In attempting to protect the other kids 

in my room, I have had objects thrown my way like staplers and things that can be easily 

picked up and flung across the classroom. I know they are children and their emotional 

needs pain me too, but by the time the school day ends, I am the one who is in tears. 

While Kellie shared that she has felt the pressure of increasing the reading and math 

scores of her students with diagnosed learning disabilities, Clay elaborated on his experiences 

with his upper elementary students in both of his language arts classes. 

I want my kids to read and calculate at grade level and compete with their peers from 

other school districts. Although I still have much to learn regarding instructional strategy 

work, my experiences have shown that increasing academic outcomes might be the easy 

fix. It is the other part of working with students in marginalized environments that tends 

to weigh on me. Of all the factors that the majority of my students have to contend with, 

it is the community violence that bothers me the most. Gun violence between specific 

groups is one thing, but the violence between families seemingly resulting from the ills of 

poverty is what shows up in my classroom. Fights between families spill over into my 

classroom to the point where I have to address these issues before I can focus on 

improving my students' academic performance. 

Theme 6 -Emotions. The sixth theme in response to the first research question is 

emotions. Experiences with the teachers around them, their communities, parents/families, the 
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students, and the adversities they experience added to the final theme related to the first research 

question. Emotions emerged as a theme based on the words and phrases including feeling 

overwhelmed, unprotected, angry, and humiliated. Other emotions referenced by multiple 

participants include compassion, satisfaction, and empathy. 

Whether expressing worries over their students that extend beyond the school day or 

noting the breakthrough moments and wins they experienced, novices such as Ken expressed 

how they experienced his emotions. Expressing the least negative experiences, Ken shared the 

primary emotion(s) he has experienced as a second-year novice teacher. “Simply put, it is pride. I 

am proud of how I poured into my students and encouraged them daily, even at the risk of my 

mental and physical health. Translating for parents and directing them towards resources felt 

great. While Ken admitted that he has had difficulty saying no to parents needing support with 

their basic needs and setting boundaries, he is enthusiastic about continuing to reduce the 

adversities within his school community. Conversely, participants Clay and Millie experienced 

what they described as embarrassment with parents, administrators, and incidents with students 

that left them feeling unprotected, and embarrassed. Both participants added to the theme of 

emotions with documents illustrating a performance improvement plan (PIP) and administrative 

feedback, which both participants experienced emotions akin to bitterness and hurt. 

Themes for the first research question included the influence of teachers, community, 

parents/families, major ACEs, students, and participants' emotional experiences. Using the same 

strategies of pattern and focused coding for the development of themes, the themes for the 

second research question focused on how novice teachers cope with their feelings amidst internal 

and external factors such as emotional safety, establishing a personal community, and creating 

self-imposed boundaries. The themes related to the second research question explore practicing 
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self-care to reduce burnout, acknowledging triggers, and honoring why they chose to work with 

students with ACEs. 

RQ2 

How do novice elementary school teachers working in urban educational environments 

cope with their feelings about the adverse childhood experiences of the students they teach? 

The second research question focused on how novice teachers cope with their feelings as 

it relates to the adverse childhood experiences of their students. How novice teachers cope is not 

agnostic of the environment in which they work. Findings from interview transcripts and 

documents revealed six themes in relationship to how novice teachers choose to cope. The six 

themes in response to the second research question include how novice teachers created 

emotional safety, their personal/chosen communities, and the creation of protective boundaries. 

The three remaining themes include utilizing self-care as a healthy way to cope, the 

acknowledgement of stressors, and the reason(s) why they are committed to working with 

students with adverse childhood experiences. 

Prior to theme development, clusters of synonymous words and phrases were grouped to 

form codes. The data was coded multiple times to ensure the inclusion of relevant concepts. Akin 

to first-cycle coding, pattern coding was initially used to group clusters of related words to form 

codes reflecting the most salient aspects of how participants cope. As with second-cycle coding, 

focused coding was applied to filter codes that were initially grouped and categorized. Physically 

refining codes based on their salience led to the development of the study's themes for the second 

research question. Related codes will be discussed within the appropriate theme in subsequent 

paragraphs. 
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Theme 1 - Emotional Safety. The first major theme that developed was emotional 

safety. Participants noted the need to create emotionally safe spaces for themselves due to their 

work with students with ACEs. In addition to working with students, participants needed 

emotional safety as they encountered negative parental experiences and families who needed 

more resources than they were able to provide. A sense of belonging, socialization, safe spaces, 

and mutual support clustered along with other terms, leading to the emergence of emotional 

safety as a theme. Adult children, spouses, specific family members, and fellow teachers added 

to the emotional safety that novice teachers believed was needed to support students in various 

states of sustained distress. Participants shared how they cherish the emotional safe spaces they 

created with trusted others as they engage in work that requires a significant amount of their 

mental, physical, and emotional attention. 

Growing up in Jamaica and coming to United States for college, Millie shared that they 

lacked an extended network of friends and family in the immediate area. While not establishing 

connections with the larger group of teachers had been discouraging, Millie shared that their 

work friend has become someone with whom they feel emotionally safe. Sharing a personal 

moment of reflection, Millie shared how acceptance from a peer led to implicit trust, care, and 

the emotional safety she needed to cope. When speaking of the person that makes Millie feel 

emotionally safe, the following was shared. “I have always felt othered. I never tried to fit in 

with any particular group, but when I met my buddy teacher, I knew I had found the protection I 

needed to make things around me more manageable.” 

Adding to how the emotional safety of a peer helped her cope with the complex 

relationships that exist, Millie offered a description of the emotional safety found in a fellow 

novice teacher. 
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It is simple and uncomplicated. At the end of most days, I go over to my friend’s 

classroom and occupy their space. Sometimes I bring planning work to complete and 

other times, it is just a soft drink and some candy. I play music through the Bluetooth for 

us while planning, grading, or we do nothing. We might gripe about the day, but most 

times it is the nothingness of it all. It is those days when I am suddenly better and ready 

to give teaching and all that goes with it another try. 

While Millie relied on another teacher for emotional support as a way to cope, Clay 

having an expansive network of friends and family, found emotional safety in one of his 

administrators. While the role of administrators as it relates to novice teacher’s coping 

mechanisms will be described when discussing specific stressors, Clay was the only participant 

that found emotional solace in an administrator. Mirroring Millie’s experiences, Clay offered the 

following insights into the safety he feels. 

My assistant principal’s door is always open and welcoming to students and staff. There 

is a waiting bean bag chair, sweets, soft drinks, and a TV that is always on mute. 

Everyone, including the children love this space. We rarely talk about the specifics of the 

day, sometimes it is a bit of encouragement, but mostly it is simply feeling like it is okay 

to allow my guard to rest. 

Theme 2 - Personal Community. In addition to the emotional safety that novice 

teachers require as part of how they cope, the next major theme to emerge was personal or 

chosen community. Related codes across interview transcripts revealed a cluster of phrases such 

as adult children, specific family members, and neighbors as friends. Beyond related codes, 

novice teachers credited their personal/chosen communities with supporting them through the 
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challenges and breakthrough moments they face as they work with students and families who 

rely on them for support with academics and resources that exceed the demands of their jobs. 

Participants Murch and Georgia relied on specific family members such as adult children 

and in-laws for their emotional safe spaces. Murch shared, “My sister-in-law is the reason I did 

not resign mid-year. She listened without judgement, cooked for me ,or treated me to dinner; she 

was always there.” Expressing similar sentiments, Georgia explained how her adult son would 

buy lunch or help tend to her garden so she could maintain healthy habits while experiencing 

stress, thinning hair, and heavy workload demands. “Knowing that I am a natural worrier, 

without asking, my son would stop by, and we would ride to the rural community where I grew 

up. It was what I needed to survive with in this work.” 

Theme 3 - Creating Boundaries. While novice teachers credited their personal/chosen 

communities with creating a level of emotional safety, creating boundaries was also part of the 

coping mechanisms used by participants. Creating boundaries was the third major theme in 

response to the second research question. For novice teachers, creating and adhering to self-

imposed boundaries not only helped them to cope with the challenges of being influenced by the 

ACEs of their students but added to their sense of balance and well-being. With Ken sharing the 

least negative experiences and Clay sharing the most, both participants cited boundaries as a 

critical part of how they cope with the stressors that add to their layered feelings. Despite 

different experiences, both participants cited nurturing their passions, logging off of devices at a 

certain time, and limiting school-related activities in the evenings as part of the boundaries they 

created for themselves. 

Elaborating on their mirrored experiences, Ken noted, “I went above for my school 

community, but it resulted in feelings of burnout. Now I limit how late I stay and the days I 
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commit to parents and the community after school.” Noting similar experiences with feeling 

burned out, Clay shared that he felt unappreciated by his school’s administration for the work he 

was doing after school with tutoring and mentoring. “In the midst of volunteering after school 

with kids who needed a safe space, I was placed on a performance improvement plan. It was so 

hurtful that I placed boundaries on my afterschool work with the kids.” 

Theme 4 - Self-care. In addition to creating boundaries that helped participants reduce 

burnout and fatigue, novice teachers noted the importance of prioritizing self-care as a part of 

how they cope. Thus, self-care emerged as the next central theme. Phrases that clustered across 

participant data included avoiding burnout, fatigue, exhaustion, and stress. Various forms of 

physical and mental activities such as yoga, running, and journaling are also clustered into 

related codes supporting the theme of self-care. While participants like Murch and Ken used 

mental and physical self-care techniques such as yoga, deep breathing, and journaling to avoid 

anxiety and stifle overwhelming thoughts, Georgia and Clay’s experiences with burnout led them 

to prioritize self-care as a part of their overall health and wellness. 

A combination of stress, exhaustion, and the influence of being placed on a performance 

improvement plan (PIP) led Clay to prioritize self-care. He describes a specific incident with 

burnout that caused him to shift his priorities. 

I had not been okay since being placed on a PIP. The constant observations and the 

critical feedback began to take its toll on me both physically and mentally. I ignored the 

physical and mental symptoms that began to show up in my body. The physical and 

mental came to a point one morning when I became extremely dizzy and nearly passed 

out. The result was that I was out of work for a week. 

Clay explained that his experience with burnout indicated his need to prioritize his 
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overall health. He concluded his reflections on his experience by stating that, “I had to learn how 

to care for myself as much as I care about the adversities and challenges my students 

experience.” All participants including Georgia who mentioned bouts of nausea and thinning hair 

prompting her self-care routine, noted the stressors that trigger the need for placing their feelings 

in perspective and caring for themselves. 

Theme 5 - Stressors. Stressors was the next major theme that emerged from clusters of 

words and phrases such as principals, administrators, and school leaders. Phrases supporting this 

theme also included triggers, student adversities/needs, certification requirements, and extensive 

lesson planning. Participants Millie and Georgia reflected on the stress of having lessons 

scrutinized by school leaders without the proper instructional support and being verbally 

reprimanded by administrators over incidents with parents in which both participants noted they 

were not at fault. Millie, noting issues with behavior management in previous interviews, 

described stressful encounters with her administrators resulting from employing behavior 

management strategies they learned in a certification course: 

Behavior management has not been my strong point, and everyone in my building knows 

this, yet I have no mentor when it comes to this issue. When I tried to institute some 

strategies that I learned about in one of my courses, my principal reprimanded me saying 

that these strategies were not aligned to the [positive behavior intervention support 

structure that the school had adopted. I had to take apart my strategy chart which was 

beginning to work and dispose of my behavior management contracts. 

Millie concluded her description of this experience by noting, “The stress of managing 

behavior without an immediate reward for my students came back immediately, and I had the 

added stress of leaders watching ensuring that I did not revert back to the strategy that they 
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advised me not to use.” While not experiencing behavior management concerns, like Millie 

Georgia, faced unannounced classroom visits and scrutiny from her administrator for what she 

believed was due to standing up to unfair administrative protocols. 

Theme 6 - Reasons Why. Despite the stressors that Millie and the other participants 

experienced, they each had their reasons why they would continue to work with students with 

ACEs. The reasons why emerged as the final theme of this study, and for participants added to 

how and why they cope with a myriad of stressors. From ethereal to cultural reasons, participants 

believed they were destined to work with children most in need. Poor, marginalized, of color, 

poverty, and shared identity were some of the related words and phrases that led to the last theme 

of this study-the why. Remembering the reasons why they do this work is what participants such 

as Clay refer to as, “The Lord’s work.” Kellie and Ken referred to working with children and 

families, who look like them and have their shared experiences. Sharing similar experiences, 

Kellie, Ken, and Clay noted in separate interviews, “I understand the vernacular, including the 

sub-texts and body language. I enjoy the same foods and have many of the racial and cultural 

struggles even as an adult.” 

Believing that her work with children with ACEs is part of a lifelong higher calling, 

Georgia attributed the reasons why she tolerates unkind behavior from her school administrator 

and has a plethora of coping mechanisms to an intangible source. After 30 years as a frontline 

professional in another field Georgia shared that would not have logically signed up to work with 

people facing constant trauma and obstacles again. “I would not have chosen this profession for 

my next career. It was divinely chosen for me, so I have to follow the path that I am supposed to 

walk in.” 
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Despite their experiences with a range of internal and external factors, the study’s novice 

teachers decided they would remain committed to working with children with adverse childhood 

experiences. Falling into the categories of movers, leavers, or stayers, participants Kellie and 

Georgia stated they would stay in their current schools despite the stressors and constant coping 

mechanisms they have to develop. Although experiencing success, Ken intends to leave teaching 

in a few years as with Murch to work as an advocate or clinician for children with ACEs. Clay 

intended to transfer to another school and Millie remained undecided about the future. 

Evaluation of the Outcomes 

This study addressed the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers working with 

large numbers of students with adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; al., Rose 

& Loomis, 2025), contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). 

Framed by two research questions, the study's outcomes revealed a range of experiences 

encountered by novice teachers and how they cope with their feelings amid a myriad of stressors 

within their school environments. The outcomes of the study are organized by each research 

question and describe how the findings addressed the study's problem and purpose and contribute 

to the existing research literature. 

The first research question noted novice teachers questioning the lack of parental 

engagement as parents in low-income settings often prioritize survival over school engagement 

concerning their children (Mitchall & Jaeger, 2018). This pattern of perceived parental 

disengagement has consequences beyond children (Usmani et al., 2024) as participants found 

themselves emotionally influenced by their students and the families of their students. Whether 

propelled to advocate for students and families with adversities or internalizing their emotions to 



130 

the point of fatigue and burnout, ACEs have implications for teachers, families, and children, 

which have been cited as interrupting the social ecology of childhood (Finkelhor, 2020). 

The interruption of healthy childhood experiences found novice teachers expressing their 

struggle(s) to meet the academic and emotional needs of children even when equipped with 

support from mentors and coaches. Novice teachers still learning the rigors of teaching expressed 

difficulty educating children functioning below grade-level. The high prevalence of children's 

exposure to ACEs has been shown to impede success in core subjects (Blodgett & Lanigan, 

2018). Demanding workloads, challenging student behaviors, and the responsibility of increasing 

academic outcomes forced participants to decide if they would continue teaching, leave for 

another school within the same district, or leave teaching altogether (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022; 

Diab & Green, 2019). Notwithstanding career decisions, novice teachers expressed their 

commitment to meeting the emotional needs of students with ACEs despite the risk fatigue and 

burnout. 

All participants experienced burnout related to the second research question. While 

participants expressed numerous ways of circumventing and coping with burnout, research 

indicated high rates of occupational burnout in stressful elementary school environments (Brandt 

et al., 2020). Amid varying levels of collegial support and less than positive experiences with 

administrators, novice teachers persevered in their commitment to students until they were 

mentally or physically forced to slow down. Outside of headaches, anxiety, and bouts of 

dizziness, burnout has been linked to teacher absenteeism and lower work satisfaction (Koenig et 

al., 2018), as also noted by one novice teacher in this study. Unlike burnout, which builds over 

time, compassion fatigue experienced by participants can occur after a singular second-hand 

encounter with a student's adverse experience (Brandt et al., 2020). Participants reflecting on 
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their own traumatic childhood experiences as a native Spanish speaker and a child in similar 

urban environments experienced compassion fatigue and secondary traumatic stress as they 

worked to ensure students had equitable educational opportunities beyond their current 

environments. 

The review of public records, personal artifacts, and physical evidence further supported 

the outcomes of this study. Public records such as the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance 

Act (1987) highlighted the U.S. Department of Education's response to the protections of more 

than one and a half million unhoused children (McKinney-Vento, 2022). Public records 

concerning food insecurity, school discipline, and state certification requirements for public 

school teachers provided context to the stressors expressed by participants. Personal artifacts 

included stressors such as snapshots of personal improvement plans and classroom environment 

feedback from school based and non-school based staff. Finally, the review of documents 

provided evidence of collegial and community support for novice teachers. Tokens of 

appreciation and reminders of the critical role that participants hold within their school-

communities further substantiated the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers. 

The outcomes provide a composite description of the what and how of novice teachers' 

experiences. The outcomes align with the study's research questions by revealing themes unique 

to novice teachers in environments where students are more likely to experience ACEs linked to 

poverty and whereby novice teachers, much like their students, are held to the same standard(s) 

as their peers in rural and suburban settings (Mersky et al., 2021). This imbalance between 

novice teachers in urban environments and novice teachers in more affluent settings contributes 

to burnout, fatigue, and thoughts of resignation among novice teachers (Fleckman et al.,2022). 

Whereas none of this study's participants reported receiving training on how to support students 
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with ACEs, studies conducted by Koenig (2018) noted that professional development relative to 

compassion fatigue, stress, and burnout is necessary to validate the experiences of novice 

teachers and retain them in challenging environments. 

Data from interviews and documents did not produce results that diverged from 

interviews and document collection, nor did the results contradict prior research and theory 

relative to the study's topic. Participant experiences and reflections complemented the most 

recent research on novice teachers in urban environments, ACEs, burnout, and teacher retention 

in high-poverty communities (Benson, 2020; Broussard, 2021). The results of this study remain 

consistent with existing research and theory relative to novice teacher's experiences in high-

poverty environments, including working with students with ACEs. While the extent to which 

student adversities influence the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments remains limited, the study's results are consistent with research conducted on early 

career teachers (Camacho et al., 2018; Fleckman et al., 2022). Consistent with role and social 

capital theory, novice teachers’ experiences were shaped by their attempts to navigate the social 

contexts of their school and community environments (Bettini & Park, 2021). 

Aligned with research conducted by Geiger and Pivarova (2018), novice teachers' 

experiences were shaped by working conditions, collegial interactions, lack of administrative 

support, and demanding workloads while learning how to teach students with adversities beyond 

their locus of control. With working conditions, including student interactions (Bettini & Park, 

2021), having implications for burnout, fatigue, and possible resignation, the results of this study 

further align with existing research on the short and long-term implications of each (Madigan et 

al., 2023). Finally, how novice teachers cope with stressors and their feelings about the ACEs of 

their students aligns with existing research on the experiences, challenges, and coping habits of 
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novice teachers in public education (Schmidt & Fosu 2019; Wilson et al., 2024). While the 

results of this study are not meant to be generalized, the contextualized understanding of the 

experiences of novice teachers in urban environments influenced by student ACEs may be 

applied to similar urban elementary school settings. The implications and recommendations for 

practice, including trauma-informed literacy, frameworks for self-care, and burnout amid 

challenges for staffing urban schools, will be described in the next section. 

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

The first implication for practice concerns the coursework required for state certification. 

Each participant stated that the required courses did not support them in the challenges they 

faced as urban teachers working with students with sustained adversities. With novice teachers in 

need of more than assigned courses in their work with students with ACEs, there exists a need 

for trauma-informed literacy and relevant training and/or professional development. Trauma-

informed literacy, originating at the intersection of public health and public education, surpasses 

a general understanding of the sustained adversities and trauma of children in high-poverty 

communities. Trauma-informed literacy provides beginning educators with insight into how the 

transfer of ACEs and childhood trauma influences all stakeholders with close contact and 

firsthand knowledge of the adversities that children encounter (Lawson et al., 2019). While 

trauma-informed literacy may not prevent job-related stress or burnout, being literate in this area 

would help novices better understand the vulnerable position their role as teachers in urban 

elementary school environments places them in. 

Through training and interactive professional development experiences, novice teachers 

would be better prepared for the likelihood of shifts in their mood(s), disengagement, sleep 

deprivation, and finding themselves in short and long-term depressive states (Lawson et al., 
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2019). Whereas trauma-informed practices are being advanced in service of students with ACEs, 

a dual agenda must be created in public education to include trauma-informed literacy that 

benefits novice teachers in high-poverty environments. 

The second implication for practice has involves providing novice teachers with holistic 

strategies for coping with job-related stress, burnout, and fatigue. Whether provided as part of 

teacher induction or incorporated into ongoing professional development, novice teachers on the 

front lines of responding to the whole child require holistic strategies to care for themselves in 

and beyond their school environments. Inclusive of collaboration, trust, peer support, and 

empowerment, novice teachers may benefit personally and professionally from working within a 

self-care and wellness framework. The self-care and wellness framework (Juarez & Becton, 

2024) is designed to address burnout, compassion fatigue, and secondary stress, two of which 

were noted by participants. A self-care and wellness framework has been adopted in various 

districts throughout the United States to improve teacher retention and address national teaching 

shortages. While practices such as mindfulness, meditation, and emotional regulation have been 

instituted in high-poverty schools to reduce job-related stress and help teachers cope, novice 

teachers may require more. Juarez and Becton (2024) proposed a semester-long series of lessons 

focusing on self-care and wellness. Facilitated by a school-based clinician, these scaffolded 

lessons conducted during professional development would benefit novices in recognizing the 

signs of job-related stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. 

The final implication for practice involves administrative support for early career 

teachers. Novice teachers can benefit from equitable and consistent administrative support. 

Administrative support is critical as teachers who resigned from their positions during the novice 

stages of their careers cited a lack of administrative support as a motivating factor in their 
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decision to leave (Kamrath & Bradford, 2020). Of the working conditions novice teachers face in 

challenging environments, the need for fair and unbiased administrative support eclipsed 

experiences with challenging student behaviors, low salaries, and demanding workloads (Tran & 

Duo, 2019). While the type of support administrators provide can vary from one novice teacher 

to the next, administrative support must include encouragement, assistance when needed, and 

backing novices with difficult student behaviors. Novice teachers would further benefit from 

professional development provided by administrators such that expectations regarding student 

behaviors, observations, and lesson planning are clear and not translated through mentors and 

other leadership staff. Whether professional development or more personalized settings, 

administrative support can provide novice teachers with pedagogical knowledge, create 

professional competence, and improve relationships among novice teachers and administrators 

(Reitman & Karge, 2019). 

Recommendations for practice relative to the implications involve school administrators 

accessing the support of local schools of public health such as the Bloomberg School of Public 

Health which has resources for public school educators working with children in high-poverty 

schools. Schools of public health can provide schools with background knowledge about ACEs 

inclusive of the most recent research concerning children in marginalized communities. In 

addition to schools of public health, the Maryland State Department of Education provides 

resources for school districts and schools such that teachers, specifically novice teachers, 

understand themselves in the context of poverty. These resources, which can be presented at 

faculty meetings or professional development sessions, can support teachers in knowing their 

students and understanding how to teach children who are culturally and linguistically diverse. 

The final set of recommendations for practice includes ways that administrators can support 
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novice teachers. School districts across the United States have instituted employee wellness 

programs designed to protect the mental well-being of teachers. Recommendations for practice 

include utilizing resources provided by these types of programs which include resources for 

recognizing the signs of burnout, meditation, and therapeutic and clinical supports when needed. 

Recommendations based on interactions with field testers who have become administrators 

include frequent check-ins with novice teachers. Personalized notes recognizing their work with 

students, inexpensive gift cards, and recognizing early signs of leadership qualities in novice 

teachers. The practices will do well in supporting novice teachers and retaining them in their 

current environments. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

There are two key recommendations for future research. The first recommendation 

involves the need for additional research related to job-related stress, fatigue, and burnout 

regarding novice teachers in urban environments working with large numbers of students with 

adverse childhood experiences. Although qualitative and mixed methods studies have been 

conducted on frontline professionals who work with individuals exposed to trauma, there 

remains a critical need to explore the influence that the adverse experiences of children have on 

the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers as they experience increased amounts of job-

related stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. Although compassion fatigue is thought of more 

positively, the cost of caring (Brandt et al., 2020; Fleckman et al., 2022;) still adds to the fatigue 

and burnout encountered by novice teachers in urban environments. Given that children in high-

poverty schools experience increased adversities, future research should explore the short and 

long-term influence of job-related stress, fatigue, and burnout, each having consequences for the 

retention of novice teachers (Brandt, 2020). Additional research on the influence of job-related 
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stress, fatigue, and burnout with novice teachers in urban environments would benefit schools 

and school districts with significant poverty-related challenges. Recommendations for research 

in these areas would support school districts in breaking the cycle of replacing novice teachers 

who chose to leave through continuous recruitment and hiring efforts (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022), 

thus reducing the number of novice teachers who must be hired each year. The time, effort, and 

cost of replacing novice teachers could be redirected towards reducing workload demands, 

increasing administrative and collegial support, and developing district-wide initiatives to reduce 

job-related stress, fatigue, and burnout. 

The second recommendation for future research is to focus on diverse school contexts 

whereby novice teachers are likely to work with large numbers of students with ACEs and be 

influenced by the adversities of their students. Similar contexts would include rural and 

Appalachian school environments where novice teachers require support working with students 

whose adversities are linked to poverty and must gain a unique understanding of the social, 

historical, and political contexts of the communities in which their schools are located 

(Sherfinski et al., 2021; Tran & Duo, 2019). While suburban school environments provide 

education to children who are mainly White, middle, and upper class and more likely to attend 

college (Diamond et al., 2020), urban, rural, and Appalachian school community environments 

are often characterized by poor infrastructures, poverty, substance dependency, and children 

facing adverse and or traumatic experiences (Sherfinski et al., 2021; Tran & Duo, 2019). Future 

research on novice teachers should expand to these populations, as rural and Appalachian novice 

teachers are equally influenced by the need for training and professional development with 

challenging populations and facing job-related stress, burnout, and resignation. Further research 

with rural and Appalachian novice teachers in conjunction with more research on urban novice 
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teachers would help to eradicate the negative narrative attached to urban school environments as 

these populations consist primarily of non-minority student populations and families (Sherfinski 

et al., 2021). 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the feelings and 

experiences of novice elementary teachers working in urban school districts who are exposed to 

social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs), possibly contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et 

al., 2025). The study’s problem is that novice elementary school teachers in urban environments 

are exposed to social-emotional stressors while working with large numbers of students with 

adverse childhood experiences (Dabrowski et al., 2025; Rose & Loomis, 2025), possibly 

contributing to teacher burnout, fatigue, and resignation (Reilly et al., 2025). Two research 

questions framed the study: (1) What are the social-emotional experiences of novice elementary 

school teachers in urban elementary school environments as they support students with adverse 

childhood experiences? and (2) How do novice elementary school teachers working in urban 

educational environments cope with their feelings about the adverse of childhood experiences the 

students they teach? 

Through the collection of interview data and document analysis, the study's findings 

revealed that novice teachers are influenced by multiple factors that compound their experiences 

relative to how they cope with their feelings concerning the adversities of their students. The 

study findings were organized around six themes for each research question. The six themes 

aligned with RQ1 included teachers, community, parents/families, major ACEs, students, and 
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emotions. The six themes aligned with RQ2 included emotional safety, personal community, 

creating boundaries, self-care, stressors, and reasons why. 

Factors revealed by the findings of this study include the need for novice teachers in 

challenging urban environments to feel bonded to and form connections with colleagues, 

families, and the communities in which their schools are located. In addition to novice teachers 

coping with their emotions, findings further revealed the physical toll of burnout on novice 

teachers, an ethereal calling to work with students with adversities, and the need for consistent 

administrative support such that novices remain in their current school environments. These 

findings highlight the factors that can add to why novice teachers stay in their schools despite 

their challenges, leave for a school with fewer stressors, or leave teaching in pursuit of another 

field. 

Implications for practice suggest that novice teachers entering teaching without 

undergraduate degrees in education require more than mandated certification coursework if they 

are to remain in schools where they are likely to be influenced by the adversities of their 

students. Novice teachers can benefit from trauma-informed literacy, which provides insight into 

how they may be influenced by the transfer of student adversities. Trauma-informed literacy is 

needed to better prepare novice teachers for the possibilities of the mental and physical influence 

of their work with students with adversities and in some instances trauma. Holistic strategies for 

coping with job-related stress, fatigue, and burnout also have implications for novice teachers in 

stressful environments as the employment of a holistic approach inclusive of a self-care and 

wellness framework will aid in the retention of novice teachers where teacher turnover is 

generally higher than in less challenging environments (Glassow & Jerrim, 2022). Implications 

for practice include school districts and administrators employing the support of schools of 
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public health to provide novice teachers with greater context around poverty-related challenges 

encountered by children in marginalized communities. 

Whereas collegial support and mentoring are critical for the retention of novice teachers, 

administrative support provides novice teachers with clear expectations and professional 

competencies needed to fulfill their role(s) as teachers. While demanding workloads, working 

conditions, and student behaviors may persist, relationships with administrators have been shown 

to increase retention and sustain novice teachers who are needed to fill a rapidly changing 

teacher workforce complete with a significant number of retirees in the coming years. With 

novice teachers being the most vulnerable during the first three to five years of teaching, urban 

school districts must create dual agendas that support students with ACEs and the novices that 

work with them such that novice teachers decide to remain in communities where they are likely 

to support a significant number of students with adverse childhood experiences. 
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Appendix A 

Email Recruitment Letter 

My name is Robin L. Banks, and I am a doctoral student at National University. I am conducting 

a phenomenological research study to explore the influence of students' adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) on the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments, possibly leading to burnout, fatigue, and resignation. 

I am recruiting individuals who meet all of these criteria: 

Eligible participants must be novice teachers with less than five years of professional experience 

in education and still working toward a standard professional teaching certificate. Participants 

must also be hired or recruited through a specific teacher residency program designed to train 

teachers to work in urban environments or possess an undergraduate degree in a field unrelated 

to education. Novice teachers must be full-time classroom teachers of children in the elementary 

grades and teach in one or more core subject areas such as reading, math, science, or social 

studies. Novice teachers involved in this study must serve as general or special educators, with 

children likely to be influenced by adverse childhood experiences due to circumstances beyond 

their control. Finally, participants must be willing to share and elaborate on their experiences as 

beginning teachers in urban settings with children likely to face adverse childhood experiences. 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following activities: 

You will be asked to engage in an initial telephone interview with me designed to establish a 

baseline of rapport. During this time, you will be asked a few brief questions about where you 

grew up and provide a description of your community. You will be asked about your school and 

educational experiences, including questions about grades, peer influences, and interactions with 

teachers. This initial telephone interview will be scheduled during a convenient time for your 

schedule. 

Following the telephone interview, you will be scheduled to participate in two in-person, 

individual interviews. The first individual interview may take place in the school-based setting of 

your choice, such as a classroom, library, or planning room. You may also meet at an off-campus 

location, such as a coffee shop. Questions asked during the individual in-person interview will 

focus on the details of your experience related to the influence that the adverse childhood 

experiences of students can have on your experiences as a novice teacher. This interview will 

include key areas that can compound the social emotional experiences of novice teachers. These 

factors include the school setting, building leadership, mentorship, and support systems. You will 

be asked to share personal documents and physical evidence or artifacts that support your 

experiences. Forms of documentation may include, but will not be limited to, email 

communication, journals, blogs, notifications, and letters from those critical to your work as a 

novice teacher. The final interview will focus on the meaning that you apply to the details of 

your experiences and will allow you to reflect on what your experiences as a novice teacher in an 

urban school setting mean to you. 
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There will be no monetary compensation for your participation in this study, but refreshments 

will be provided for in-person sessions. Teacher supplies such as Flip-chart Sharpies, decorative 

note pads, organizers, magnets, colored paper clips, and felt writing pens will be given to 

participants to use in their classrooms as tokens of appreciation for engaging in this study. 

If you decide to participate in this study, please know that your participation is voluntary and that 

you are free to end your participation at any time. If you meet the eligibility criteria for this study 

and are willing to elaborate on your experiences as a novice teacher in an urban education setting 

with elementary-aged children likely to face adverse childhood experiences, please use the 

contact information below. 

Robin L. Banks, Doctoral Student 

National University 

robinbanks85@gmail.com 

Thank you. 

mailto:robinbanks85@gmail.com
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Appendix B 

Recruitment Flyer 

Are you a novice elementary school teacher in an urban school setting? 

If so consider participating in a research study designed to explore the social-
emotional stressors novice teachers face while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences. 

Cartoon image of a teacher in front of a chalkboard with a pointer. 

• Do you currently teach in an urban elementary school with students likely to face adverse 
childhood experiences? 

• Do you have less than five years of teaching experience in an urban school setting. 

• Are you a general or special education teacher in grades kindergarten through 5th grade? 

• Do you provide full-time academic instruction in one or more core subject areas? 

• Do you possess a conditional teaching certificate or participate in a teacher preparation program? 

• Have you experienced burnout, fatigue, stressors and thoughts of resignation connected to ACEs? 

If you participate you will be asked to take part in three separate interviews over Zoom (or in person in 
a public space if so desired). Interviews will range from 30-45 minutes and will inquire about your 

background and what drew you to urban education. You will be asked about the details of your 
experiences and what those experiences mean to you as a novice teacher in an urban school setting with 

learners facing childhood adversities. You will be asked to share documents supporting your 
experiences which may include images, artifacts, and/or personal documentation during the second and 

third interviews via a confidential Google Drive. Identifying information for documents will be 
concealed or removed. 

Your participation in this study would be completely voluntary. If interested, scan the QR code 

to see if you qualify. For questions email robinbanks85@gmail.com or 443 857 0598. 

Robin L. Banks, 
Doctoral Candidate 

mailto:robinbanks85@gmail.com
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Appendix C 

Social Media Flyer 

Illustration of a computer screen. 

Are you a novice elementary school teacher in an urban school setting? 

If so consider participating in a research study designed to explore the social-
emotional stressors novice teachers face while working with large numbers of 

students with adverse childhood experiences. 

• Do you currently teach in an urban elementary school with students likely to face adverse 
childhood experiences? 

• Do you have less than five years of teaching experience in an urban school setting. 

• Are you a general or special education teacher in grades kindergarten through 5th grade? 

• Do you provide full-time academic instruction in one or more core subject areas? 

• Do you possess a conditional teaching certificate or participate in a teacher preparation program? 

• Have you experienced burnout, fatigue, stressors and thoughts of resignation connected to ACEs? 

If you participate you will be asked to take part in three separate interviews over Zoom (or in person in 
a public space if so desired). Interviews will range from 30-45 minutes and will inquire about your 

background and what drew you to urban education. You will be asked about the details of your 
experiences and what those experiences mean to you as a novice teacher in an urban school setting with 

learners facing childhood adversities. You will be asked to share documents supporting your 
experiences which may include images, artifacts, and/or personal documentation during the second and 

third interviews via a confidential Google Drive. Identifying information for documents will be 
concealed or removed. 

Your participation in this study would be completely voluntary. If interested, scan the QR code 

to see if you qualify. For questions email robinbanks85@gmail.com or 443 857 0598. 

PLEASE CONTACT ME ON ANY OF THE SOCIAL MEDIA SITES LISTED: 
LINKEDIN 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/robin-banks 

INSTAGRAM 
https://www.instagram.com/neatandtidywriter/ 

mailto:robinbanks85@gmail.com
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robin-banks
https://www.instagram.com/neatandtidywriter/
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Appendix D 

Consent Letter 

My name is Robin L. Banks, and I am a doctoral student at National University (NU). 

I am asking you to take part in a research study about the influence of students' adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs) on the social-emotional experiences of novice teachers in urban 

environments, possibly leading to burnout, fatigue, and resignation. 

You may participate in this research if you meet all of the following criteria: 

1. Teach in an urban elementary school with students likely to face childhood 

adversities. 

2. Have less than five years of teaching experience in an urban school setting. 

3. Work as a general or special education teacher in grades kindergarten through 5th 

grade. 

4. Provide full-time academic instruction in one or more core subject areas. 

5. Possess a conditional teaching certificate or participate in a teacher preparation 

program. 

6. Experienced burnout, fatigue, stressors, and thoughts of resignation connected to 
ACEs 

Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to take part 

in this study. 

What you will be asked to do: If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do 

the following activities: 

1. Engage in a three-series interview protocol over Zoom (or in person in a public space 

if so desired). 

2. Interview #1: Focused Life History Interview (30 minutes) 

3. Interview #2: Details of the Experience (30-45 minutes) 

4. Interview #3: Reflections on the Meaning of the Experience (30-45 minutes) 

5. Engage in document submission including images, artifacts, and/or personal 

documentation to support the details of experiences and the meaning applied to 

experiences. 

6. Submit personal and professional documentation of your experiences in electronic or 

hard copy form via a confidential Google drive where identifying information will be 

concealed or removed. 

During these activities, you will be asked questions about: 

• Your background and what drew you to urban education. 

• Your daily experiences and what those experiences mean to you as a novice teacher in an 

urban school setting with learners facing childhood adversities. 
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Risks: There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with this study. You can still skip 

any question you do not wish to answer, skip any activity, or stop participation at any time. 

Benefits: If you participate, there are no direct benefits to you. This research may increase the 

body of knowledge in the subject area of this study. 

Recording: I would like to audio record your responses with Zoom during the interview. You 

can disable the video function of the online meeting platform at any time. 

Privacy and Data Protection: I will take reasonable measures to protect the security and 

confidentiality of all your personal information. In addition to me, the following people and 

offices will have access to your data: 

• My National University dissertation committee and any appropriate National University 

support or leadership staff 

• The National University Institutional Review Board 

This data could be used for future research studies or distributed to other investigators for future 

research studies without additional informed consent from you or your legally authorized 

representative. 

Mandated Reporting: My professional role outside of NU requires me to report suspicion of 

child or elderly abuse, suspicion of possible harm to self or others, and committed crimes to the 

appropriate authorities. 

Confidentiality: I will keep records of this study private and take reasonable measures to protect 

the security of all your personal information. In any report I make public, I will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify you. I will securely store your data for 3 years. 

Then, I will delete electronic data and destroy paper data. 

Taking part is voluntary: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may quit at any 

time. 

If you have questions: Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you 

may contact me at robinbanks85@gmail.com . 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may 

contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) via email at irb@nu.edu. 

mailto:robinbanks85@gmail.com
mailto:irb@nu.edu
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Appendix E 

Interview Protocol 

The following interview questions are aligned with the research questions that guide this study. 

Please note that each participant interviewed will respond to the following questions with the 

understanding that participants are free not to respond or skip a question at any time. Participants 

also understand that this semi-structured interview is being recorded for researcher reflections, 

the accuracy of data reporting, and data analysis. 

Participant 1 (code name or pseudonym) 

Opening Statement: Hello (code name or pseudonym), thank you for voluntarily participating in 

this research study and answering a series of questions related to this topic. Thank you for 

signing and returning the consent form, which allowed me to proceed with this study. As a 

reminder, I will record the entire interview to help capture your thoughts and perspective. May I 

begin recording the interview? 

We will begin with you introducing yourself and sharing some of your personal, demographic, 

and background information. This first interview is titled The Focused Life History. Please 

answer the next several questions to the degree that makes you most comfortable. Feel free to 

elaborate beyond the question asked. 

1. Where did you grow up, and how would you describe your experiences growing up in an 

urban, suburban, rural, or small-town environment? 

2. How would you describe your childhood and family experiences? What specific 

examples can you provide of how and in what ways you experienced your childhood and 

family environment? 

3. How would you describe the neighborhood or community where you grew up and your 

overall experiences within your childhood community? 

4. How would you describe your school and educational experiences, including grades, 

attendance, disciplinary concerns, and relationships with teachers and peers? 

5. Did your school and educational experiences bring you to the teaching profession? If so, 

describe how. If not, what experiences brought you to teaching? 

6. How and in what ways did your combined experiences bring you to teaching in an urban 

environment with students likely to be influenced by ACEs? 

7. How has the context of teaching in an urban environment with students likely to be 

influenced by ACEs compare/contrast to your school, community, and family 

experiences? 

We will now explore questions related to the details of your daily experiences. With the details 

of the experiences grounded in the reality of your experiences, you will be asked to support your 

experiences with personal documents and physical evidence or artifacts. 

1. What is it like to teach in an urban environment with students likely to experience a range 

of adverse childhood experiences? 

2. What is it like to work in your current school setting? Can you describe your daily 

experiences, including resources and building facilities, and how they influence you? 
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3. In what ways and how did your teacher residency program, new teacher institute, or 

coursework prepare you for the possible influence that the adverse childhood experiences 

of students can have on your social-emotional experiences as a teacher in an urban 

environment? 

4. What influence does the surrounding community, including parents and caregivers, have 

on your experiences as it relates to how you are influenced by the ACEs of your students? 

5. How important is social-emotional support from peers and colleagues in your work with 

students facing adverse childhood experiences? 

6. What does social-emotional support for you as a novice teacher influenced by the adverse 

childhood experiences of your students feel like? What does it look like? 

7. What is the significance of your interactions with your social support systems beyond 

your school environment and their role in how you may be affected by the ACEs of your 

students? 

8. How and in what ways do these relationships sustain you in your daily school 

experiences relative to how student ACEs can influence you as a novice teacher? 

9. What internalized coping mechanisms have you developed to cope with your daily 

experiences as it relates to serving as a novice teacher in an urban environment teaching a 

large number of students with ACEs? 

The final set of questions will ask you to reflect on the meaning of your experiences as a novice 

teacher in an urban environment likely to be influenced by the adverse childhood experiences of 

your students. 

1. What are your experiences with burnout and compassion fatigue, and what does it look 

like and feel like to you? 

2. What is it like to experience burnout and compassion fatigue? How do you balance the 

contrast between the two? 

3. How do you feel about the adverse childhood experiences of the students you teach? 

4. What does the cost of caring mean to you as it relates to the influence that the adverse 

childhood experiences of students can have on your social-emotional experiences as a 

novice teacher? 

5. What does it mean to be a novice teacher in an urban environment influenced by the 

adverse childhood experiences of the students you teach? 

6. How do your experiences as a novice teacher in an urban environment reflect your desire 

to remain or not remain in your current school setting, where you are likely to be 

influenced by the adverse childhood experiences of your students? 

Is there anything else you would like to add or discuss? 

Thank you for responding to the questions and sharing your experiences. 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol Matrix 

Interview Questions Research Question 1 Research Question 2 

Focused Life History What are the social-emotional 

experiences of novice elementary 

school teachers in urban 

environments as they support 

students with adverse childhood 
experiences? 

How do novice teachers in urban 

elementary school environments 

cope with their feelings about the 

adverse childhood experiences of 

the students they teach? 

Where did you grow up, and how 

would you describe your 

experiences growing up in an 

urban, suburban, rural, or small-

town environment? 

X X 

How would you describe your 

childhood and family experiences? 

What specific examples can you 

provide of how and in what ways 

you experienced your childhood 
and family environment? 

X 

How would you describe the 

neighborhood or community where 

you grew up and your overall 

experiences within your childhood 

community? 

X 

How would you describe your 

school and educational experiences, 

including grades, attendance, 

disciplinary concerns, and 

relationships with teachers and 

peers? 

X 

How did your school and 

educational experiences bring you 

to the teaching profession? If so, 

describe how. If not, what 

experiences brought you to 

teaching? 
How and in what ways did your 

experiences bring you to teaching 

in an urban environment with 

students likely to be influenced by 

ACEs? 

X 

How has the context of teaching in 
an urban environment with students 

likely to experience ACEs 

compare/contrast to your school, 

community, and family 

experiences? 

X 

Details of the Experience 
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What is it like to teach in an urban 

environment with students likely to 
experience a range of adverse 

childhood experiences? 

X 

What is it like to work in your 

current school setting? Can you 
describe your daily experiences, 

including resources and building 

facilities, and how they influence 

you? 

X X 

In what ways and how did your 
teacher residency program, new 

teacher institute, or coursework 

prepare you for the possible 

influence that the adverse childhood 

experiences of students can have on 

your social-emotional experiences 
as a teacher in an urban 

environment? 

X X 

What influence does the 

surrounding community, including 

parents and caregivers, have on 
your experiences as it relates to 

how you are influenced by the 

ACEs of your students? 

X X 

How important is social-emotional 

support from peers and colleagues 
in your work with students facing 

adverse childhood experiences? 

X 

What does social-emotional support 

for you as a novice teacher 

influenced by the adverse childhood 

experiences of your students feel 
like? How does it feel? 

X X 

What is the significance of your 

interactions with your social 

support systems beyond your 

school environment and their role 
in how you may be influenced by 

the ACEs of your students? 

X X 

How and in what ways do these 

relationships sustain you in your 

daily school experiences relative to 
how student ACEs can influence 

you as a novice teacher? 

X X 

What internalized coping 

mechanisms have you developed to 
cope with your daily experiences as 

X 
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it relates to serving as a novice 

teacher in an urban environment 
teaching a large number of students 

with ACEs? 

Reflections on Meaning 

What are your experiences with 
burnout and compassion fatigue, 

and how does it look and feel? 

Have these experiences led to 

considerations of resigning? 

X X 

What is it like to experience 

burnout and compassion fatigue? 

How do you balance the contrast 

between the two? 

X X 

How do you feel about the adverse 

childhood experiences of the 

students you teach? 

X 

What does the cost of caring mean 

to you as it relates to the influence 
that the adverse childhood 

experiences of students can have on 

your social-emotional experiences 

as a novice teacher? 

X 

What does it mean to be a novice 
teacher in an urban environment 

influenced by the adverse childhood 

experiences of the students you 

teach? 

X 

How do your experiences as a 
novice teacher in an urban 

environment reflect your desire to 

remain or not remain in your 

current school setting, where you 

are likely to be influenced by the 

adverse childhood experiences of 
your students? 

X 
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Appendix G 

Codes, Interview Transcripts, and Research Question 1 Responses First Cycle Coding 

Theme Participant 

# 

Quote 

Research Question 1 

Teachers 1 Parents first teachers 
Relationships with teachers 

Absent teachers 

Teacher Inclusivity 

Substitute teachers 

2 Other teachers 

Novice Teachers x 2 

Novice Teachers less valued 

New Teachers x 2 

Absent Teachers 
Mentor Teachers listen 

3 Teacher Trainer 

No Veteran Teacher Support 

Veteran Teachers 

Unsupportive veteran Teachers 

5 Teacher Boredom 

Novice Teachers Neglected 

6 Teacher Trainer 

Novice Teacher Neglected 

Younger Veteran Teachers 
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Community 1 

2 

Unsafe community 

Transient 
Decaying structures 

Surrounding community 

Police 

Sub-culture 

Surrounding communities 

Unstable lives 

Good community partners 

3 After School Community Events 

Nice community 
Concerned community 

Community Connected to Veterans 

4 High Needs Community 

Housing 

School community Collaboration 
principal bedrock of community 

high needs 

love community 

helpful community partners 

school and community 

5 Scenic community 

Apathetic community 

Established community 

6 Community events 

Big community school 
Community artwork (on walls) 

Multi-lingual community 

Love this community 

Community college support 

Farming community (for comfort) 

Community resource center 

Parents/Families 1 

2 

3 

Parental frustrations 

Missing parents 

Grandmother caretaker 

Parent interruptions 
Demanding parents 

Cursing parents 

Threatening parents 

Displaced mothers 

Unhealthy romantic relationships 
Moms abused 

Positive parent relationships 

Household dysfunction 
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4 

5 

6 

Parent volunteers 

Grandparent volunteers 
Parents not picking kids up after school 

Identify with immigrant families 

Parents cannot support progress in school 

Parents as school partners 

Chosen family 

Worry about immigrant families 

Major ACEs 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Unstable shelter/housing 
Missing parents 

Community violence gangs 

Bullied 

Unmet basic needs 

Physical altercations 

Some live in shelters 

Stay with relatives 

Food insecurity 

Housing insecurity 

Homelessness 

Displaced temporarily 

Abusive situations 

Neglect 

Incarcerated relatives 

Chronically absent 

Immigrant status 

Limited English 

Family translator 

Mental and emotional problems 

ADHD 

Fighting, behavior problems 

Over diagnosed with disabilities 

Worried children 

Chronic sadness 

Missing school 

Unstable lives 

Students 1 

2 

Below grade level 
Engaging students 

Adult-like 

Sub-culture 

Minority and marginalized 
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3 

4 

5 

6 

Various reading levels 

Childhood innocence 
Harsh adversities 

Running in halls 

Struggle with writing 

Students distress 

Social needs 
Supporting students through their adversities 

Children suffer 

Parental abuse 

Food subsidies 

Behavior problems 

Academic struggles 

Language barriers 
Boredom 

Old curriculum 

Culturally irrelevant materials 

Emotions 1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

High stress 

Burnout (state of) 

Physically/mentally done 
Worried 

Emotional overload 

Fatigue/compassion fatigue 

Fatigue 
Mental load 

Burnout 

Want to quit 

Guilt 

Low energy 

Extreme exhaustion 

Joy 

Caring 

Frustration 

Compassion satisfaction 

Detached 

In a bad place sometimes 

Anxiety 
Numb 

Mood shifts 

Fear of observations 

Bad nerves 
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Appendix H 

Codes, Interview Transcripts, and Research Question 2 Responses First Cycle Coding 

Theme Participant 

# 

Quote 

Research Question 2 

Emotional Safety 1 Safe haven in rooms and offices 
Inclusivity feels good 

Love my teacher community 

Male administrator 

School Zen room 

Music 
Soft lamps 

Life saver 

2 Safe classroom for children 

Teacher best friend 
Fellow novice teacher 

Fun gossip 

Self-protection 

3 

4 

Mentor teacher’s classroom 
Shared food and music 
Grade-level team 

Support 

At peace 
Trusting 

5 Teacher Friends 

Always a listening ear 
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6 Fellow novice teacher 
Students 

Confidant 

Personal Community 

Boundaries 

1 

2 

4 

6 

Zoom family dinners 
Spouse 

Father is a pastor 

Sister best friend 

Teacher friend, fellow novice teacher 

Family back home 
Sister-in-law 

College friend 

My spouse, my husband 

Mom, aunt, grandmother 

Kids (students) 

Son, son’s girlfriend 
Family farm feels serene 

Rural community 

Neighbors are some of my close friends 

Friends 
Former teachers 

1 Unplugging on weekends 

No lesson planning on weekends 

No grading 

3 Standing up to oneself 

Standing up to bullies 

Planned sick out 

4 Not staying as late 
Limiting support given to community 

Appointments for parents 

6 Vocalizing wrong actions of adults 

Hard conversations with school leader 

Limiting time after school with parents and students 

Self-Care 1 Passions/hobbies 

Prioritize spouse 
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2 

3 

3 

4 

5 

Parent interruptions 

Demanding parents 
Cursing parents 

Threatening parents 

Displaced mothers 

Unhealthy romantic relationships 

Moms abused 

Journaling 

Back to dance class 

Music 

Desserts 

Time with spouse 

Shutting down computer-evenings 

Double dates 

Stop worrying 

Stressors 3 

2 

4 

5 

6 

Personal triggers 

Impoverished childhood 

Feels like PTSD 

Unintended consequences 

Administrative team 

Urban Blythe/decay 

Feeling bullied 

reprimands 

principal 

principal tantrums 

Volatile student behaviors 
Unannounced classroom visits 

School leader 

Cold veteran staff 

Missing students from school 
School leader 

Singled out by principal 

The Why 1 The Lord’s work 



178 

3 

2 

4 

5 

6 

A spiritual calling 

Want better for kids 

Children from like backgrounds 

Sees self in children 

Kindred spirits teachers and students 

Social needs 
Dedicated to working with students with ACEs 

Desire to protect vulnerable children 

Shared cultural identity 
Understand family stories 

Understands barriers 

Value of an education for children 

Doing God’s work with children 

Cultural background 

Cares what happens 

Kids feel safe to unload 

Trusting adult for children 

More than a teacher 

Rewarding 

Called to work with children facing trauma 

Preventing adversities 
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Appendix I 

Codes, Interview Transcripts, and Research Question 1 Responses Second Cycle Coding 

Theme Participant # Transcript Data Code 

Teachers 3 The teachers around me know things that I 

would not want to trouble my family with… 

My family has never seen the amount of the 

tears I shed with my mentor teacher and the 

other teachers on my grade level team 

Teachers around me 

Tears shed with other teachers 

2 Millie, the other novice teacher is an actual 

friend to me. I put them in the same category 

as I would all of my other lifelong friends. 

Fellow novice, lifelong friend 

6 We (another novice teacher) are confidants 

who bond over the adversities of our 

students. 

Bonded with teacher over 

student adversities 

Community 4 It is an understanding of the values that 

people living in close proximity hold 

Understand of values of the 

community 

My families’ stories 

2 This shows that I am comfortable in their 

community. I support their community 

businesses 

I am part of the community; the 

parents see me 

1 Taking the grandmother of one of my 

students to Walmart to get a few groceries 
allowed me to see the parents and the 

community in a new light through her eyes 

My students trivialize community violence, 

and it upsets me. They found humor in a 

student being attacked by another group of 
students 

See community in a new light 

Major ACEs 2 I found out that one of my best students and 

her mother were temporarily living in her 

mom’s car 

Unhoused and temporarily 

displaced 

3 Our school has a food pantry that opens up to 

the entire community. I never realized how 

many of my students struggle with not 

enough to eat 

Food pantry 

Communities and parents not 

having enough to eat 

Students 1 I do not know what I am doing. I have so 

many students below grade level (in 

reading). I would like for someone to teach 

me how to teach them. 

Many students below grade 

level 

5 I have been put in harm’s way when my 
high-flyers have meltdowns. 

Harm’s way 
High-flyer meltdowns 
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Staplers and other objects have been thrown 
at me 

Objects thrown 

4 Most of my students struggle with the 

language while finding the content foreign to 

them. 

They also worry about parents and family 
members and deportation 

Struggle with language 

Family and deportation 

Emotions 6 I am anxious all the time. I was not like this 

before I started teaching 

Anxious all the time 

1 I found myself extremely depressed after 

being placed on a PIP (improvement plan) 
with no real support. 

Extremely depressed 

4 I find joy in those small breakthrough 

moments and wins with my students 

Joy, breakthrough moments 
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Appendix J 

Codes, Interview Transcripts, and Research Question 2 Responses Second Cycle Coding 

Theme Participant # Transcript Data Code 

Emotional Safety 3 We [the teachers] hand off our 

emotional baggage to one another, 

and it helps that I do not feel like I 

burdening my colleagues. Being 

surrounded by a majority of veteran 

staff members makes me feel 
extremely safe 

Emotional baggage 

handoff 

Feel extremely safe 

5 Food and music in my best friends 

classroom prevented my meltdown 

Prevented meltdown 

Best friends classroom 

2 I know that I am safe and feel 

supported when I hang out in my 
friend’s classroom. The safety I feel 
is not based on words, but it is the 

energy of care and protection that I 

feel 

Safe and feel supported 

Energy of care and 

protection 

Personal Community 6 I am fortunate to have great 
neighbors and friends who support 

me, including a friend who taught 

for almost 20 years 

I have my son and my home 

community when I worry too much 
over the safety of my students and 

their families 

Great friends and 
neighbors 

Son and home community 

2 My sister-in-law is the person with 

whom I feel the safest. 

She is my community of one where 

I am allowed to be my authentic self 

without being judged 

Sister-in-law; safest 

Community of one 

Boundaries 4 I have learned to place time limits 

on emails, lesson planning, and 

responding to the parents of my 

students 

Time limits 

1 After that [experience with 

[burnout], I placed boundaries and 

limits on everything associated with 

teaching 

Experience with burnout 

Time limits and 

boundaries 

Self-care 4 I have learned to prioritize myself 

by pausing before my body forces 

me to do otherwise. I enjoy a 

decadent meal 

Prioritize myself 
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I practice meditation and yoga 
Meditation and yoga 

1 I went back to visiting Black art 

exhibitions at museums 

I participate in writing workshops 

Black art exhibitions 

Writing workshops 

6 I never miss regular salon 
appointments or massages after my 

hair started thinning 

Regular salon 
appointments 

Stressors 6 I felt extremely stressed and 

overwhelmed having to do a 

presentation for a class after 

teaching all day or staying up at 
night writing papers and preparing 

useless presentations to get certified 

Extremely stressed and 

overwhelmed 

Useless presentations 

1 I am triggered by the person who is 

supposed to lead me to becoming a 

better teacher 

Triggered by my [school] 

leader 

5 The behavior contract I had been 

implementing was upended with by 

my principal informing me that the 

contract did not with the school’s 

behavior initiatives 

Contract upended by 

principal 

School behavior 

initiatives 

3 My principal’s dismissiveness 

ignites each and every one of my 

triggers 

Each and every trigger 

The Why 1 My father reminds that I am doing 

the Lord’s work supporting children 
through their adversities 

Doing the Lord’s work 

6 This is a higher calling 

I did not choose this career, it chose 

me 

Higher calling 

Career chose me 

3 and 4 I am committed to supporting 

children who share my same 

aesthetic and cultural background(s) 

through their childhood adversities 

Same aesthetic 

Cultural backgrounds 
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Appendix K 

Initial Clusters and Codes Leading to the Study’s Themes 

RQ 1: What are the social-emotional experiences of novice elementary school teachers in urban 

elementary school environments as they support students with adverse childhood experiences? 

Cluster I Cluster II Cluster III Cluster IV Cluster V Cluster VI Cluster 

VII 

Cluster 

VIII 

Worker Teachers Community Childhood Phones Kids Food Experiences 

Social 

worker 

previous 

work 

hard-

working 

preventiv 

e work 

Teacher 

influence 

substitute 

teacher 

volunteer/ 

retired 

teachers’ 

parents first 

teachers 

cursing 

teachers 

finished 

teacher 

certification 

Trusting/ 

teachers 

Teacher 

mentors 

Teacher best 

friends 

Teacher silos 

Teacher 

mentor/coach 

Teacher 

friends 

Low-income 

community 

community 

violence 

unsafe 

decaying 

communities 

rebuilding 

communities in 

transition 

gentrified 

communities 

immigrant 

community 

community 

culture/pride 

community 

investment 

community 

partners/ 

stakeholders 

underserved 

marginalized 

communities 

partnerships 

advocates 

Good 

childhood 

childhood 

misery 

interrupted 

childhood 

experiences 

childhood 

adversity 

housing 

instability 

unhoused 

homelessnes 

s 

couch 

surfing 

Unlocking 

phones 

cell phone 

problems 

altercations 

over 

phones 

stealing 

phones 

source of 

negative 

experience 

social 

media 

Just little 

kids 

Desperate 

kids 

Hardened 

kids 

Siblings 

My Kids 

Food 

insecurity 

Food 

scarcity 

Food 

desert 

Hungry 

Weekend 

food 

packs 

Different 

experience 

Mirrored 

experiences 

childhood 

experience 

adverse 
childhood 

experiences 
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RQ 2: How do novice elementary school teachers working in urban education environments 

cope with their feelings about the adverse childhood experiences of the students they teach? 

Cluster I Cluster II Cluster III Cluster IV Cluster V Cluster VI 
Family/Friends Collegial 

Support & Non 
Avoiding 
Burnout 

Triggers The Reasons 
Why 

Emotions 

Working class 

family, middle-

class family, 

future family, 

family 

interactions, 

college-

educated family 

members 

Specific family 

members 

Sister-in-

law/Sisters 

Siblings 

Childhood 

friends 

New friends 

Neighbors as 

friends 

Friends at work 

New teacher 

mentor 

After school 

snacks 

Inclusivity 

bonding 

socialization 

Working in a 

colleague’s 

room 

Silence among 

colleagues 

Sharing 

personal worlds 

with colleagues 

Children, 

spouses, 

illnesses, past 

experiences 

with principals 

Adversarial 

and leaderships 

Academic coach 

Self-care 

Deep breathing 

Yoga 

Sleeping 

Days off 

Setting 

boundaries 

Friends and 

neighbors 

Nurturing 

community 

members 

Showing 

concern for 

students they 

teach 

Sharing food 

Pets 

Favorite 

Food 

Binge watching 

Dancing 

Mindless chatter 

Principals 

Leadership 

Students 

Poor choices, 

conscious 

parental choices 

Time (pressures 

of…) 

Neighborhood 

scuffles, 

neighborhood 

drama 

Certification 

Curriculum 

Childhood 

adversities 

Rodents 

Student 

adversities, 
good student, 

share student 

ACEs 

Immigrant 

children 

Marginalized 

children 

Black children 

Poor children 

Children facing 

ACEs 

Shared identity 

Addressing 

personal PTSD 

through working 

with children 

with ACEs 

Teaching for 

impact 

Providing 

children with 

peace 

Heart for 

children with 

similar 

backgrounds 

saving children 

Humiliation 

Anger 

Sadness 

Stress 

Worry 

Oversleeping 

Not enough 

sleep 

Depressive state 

Pride 

Warmth 

Breakthrough 

moments 
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