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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to describe a qualitative research study of veteran teachers who have 
remained passionate, motivated, and engaged in their teaching, specifically focusing on their social 
connections in and out of school. Identifying and utilizing the adaptive strategies of effective veteran 
teachers is of great importance given reported high attrition rates from the profession (up to 50% of 
teacher graduates in some studies), and the disruption caused by absenteeism, disengagement, poor 
performance, and loss of corporate knowledge along with the constant need to induct and assist new 
teachers. Other costs include increased healthcare costs and mental health claims for education 
systems and sectors.  Thus, identifying, acknowledging, and utilizing the positive coping strategies of 
effective veteran teachers is of benefit not just to the teaching profession but to the wider community. 

The participants were over forty years old with at least twenty-five years’ teaching experience. Ten 
teachers from Australia and the United States who have been called "the best" by their administrators 
and fellow teachers were interviewed to ascertain common traits that can serve as a framework for 
providing professional development to assist teachers in the work force, as well as bring their expertise 
to national reform activities in their respective countries. The following themes emerged: (1) social 
connections are vital to teachers for their ongoing collegial support; (2) teachers thrive under leadership 
that initiates and encourages close social connections among teaching staff; (3) in the absence of 
support from school leadership, positive veteran teachers adapt and form their own strong collegial 
relationships; (4) family members and close friends are anchors in their physical and emotional well-
being; and (5) students are also key to their emotional health and enthusiasm. These themes can 
become the cornerstone for preparing effective professional development programs.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this paper is to describe a qualitative research study of veteran teachers who have 
remained passionate, motivated, and engaged in their teaching, specifically focusing on their social 
connections in and out of school. Identifying and utilizing the adaptive strategies of effective veteran 
teachers is of great importance given reported high attrition rates from the profession (up to 50% of 
teacher graduates in some studies), and the disruption caused by absenteeism, disengagement, poor 
performance, and loss of corporate knowledge along with the constant need to induct and assist new 
teachers. Other costs include increased healthcare costs and mental health claims for education 
systems and sectors.  Thus, identifying, acknowledging, and utilizing the positive coping strategies of 
effective veteran teachers is of benefit not just to the teaching profession but to the wider community. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The research perspective that underlies the study is phenomenology, which focuses on how individuals 
describe the phenomena they experience in order to make sense of the world [1]. From this perspective, 
the only reality is the reality each individual comes to know and experience. The researcher attempts to 
enter the conceptual world of the participants to understand it as they do and to portray that 
understanding so that it will be insightful and illuminating for others.  
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2.1 Research Design 
Given its phenomenological perspective, this study attempts to understand the meaning of the events 
and interactions of these veteran teachers during their careers by trying to come to understand their 
perceptions as they do. 

2.2 Participants  
Participants were over forty years old with at least twenty-five years’ teaching experience. Ten teachers 
from Australia and the United States who have been called "the best" by their administrators and fellow 
teachers were interviewed to ascertain common traits that can serve as a framework for providing 
professional development to assist teachers in the work force, as well as bring their expertise to national 
reform activities in their respective countries. The teachers taught the following subjects: English, 
mathematics, biology, social studies, music/drama, and physical education. In addition, a guidance 
counselor with a teaching certification in social studies, and a high school principal were also 
interviewed.  

Table 1. Countries represented and pseudonyms. 

Country Pseudonym 
Australia David, Rachel, Eve, Maxine, Mary 

USA Ruth, Geoff, Chris, David, Kerry 

2.3 In-depth interviewing 
The purpose of an in-depth interview is to understand the experience of other people and the meaning 
they make of that experience [2]. An interview is a useful way to obtain large amounts of data quickly, 
but the pertinence of the information can only be ascertained if the researcher has conducted 
meaningful, thought-provoking questions [3], [4]. We conducted a one-hour interview with each of the 
participants. These interviews allowed the teachers to reflect upon their careers and allowed us to 
discuss their perceptions of their career development. The interviews provided insights into how these 
teachers viewed social connections and how those connections helped them maintain their passion and 
enthusiasm for their work.  

2.3.1 Interview protocol.  
Six sections containing fifteen open-ended questions were developed to guide the interviews: 

1 Tell me about the social group connections you have in your school  
2 Are there specific ways in which your social connections in schools have impinged, positively or 

negatively upon your teaching career? 
3 What about social groups you have outside school – how important have they been to your 

ongoing teaching career? 
4 As you reflect upon all your social connections, do you identify specific people, or a smaller ‘close 

circle’ of friends and can you identify characteristics of these people that are significant to you? 
5 How important have family/spouse/special heroes been to your success in teaching? 
6 How comfortable are you in your role – satisfaction?  
7 Would you comment upon ways in which you have experimented to improve your teaching?  
8 In what ways has teaching been challenging for you?  
9 How supportive of your work have leaders been over the years? 
10 If you were your own ‘health expert’ how would you describe your current physical health? 
11 For the period of your teaching career how do you believe teaching has impacted upon your 

overall physical health? 
12 Has teaching impacted upon your emotional health? If so, were there people within your social 

connections who were important to you then? 
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13 Are there tips you might have for colleagues you think may be struggling with their emotional well-
being? 

14 As you reflect upon your teaching career to date, what do you believe are the most effective 
coping strategies any teacher can adopt? 

15 What advice would you give yourself if you were starting your teaching career this year? 

2.4 Data Analysis 
We started the analysis by placing the data into smaller units, “open coding” [5]. To keep each teacher’s 
data discrete, we analyzed the data of only one teacher at a time, looking for significant statements and 
themes. When we coded each unit, we ascertained if it belonged to a previously labeled free node or if 
a new category emerged. Sometimes the analysis resulted in dual codes for data. 

After completing the open coding process, we began axial coding, which is organizing the data in new 
ways by finding the connections between the categories [5]. We looked at the context in which the 
phenomenon occurred for each participant and how each participant responded to the phenomenon. 
We began by rereading the units classified under free nodes, looking for those categories that 
overlapped and those that were no longer relevant. As we continued through the process, new 
categories emerged while others were eliminated. Finally, we examined the cases together to discover 
emergent themes. We investigated the similarities and differences among the participants. Again we 
grouped the data into meaning units and wrote textural descriptions.  

From this analysis five themes emerged: (1) social connections are vital to teachers for their ongoing 
collegial support; (2) teachers thrive under leadership that initiates and encourages close social 
connections among teaching staff; (3) in the absence of support from school leadership, positive veteran 
teachers adapt and form their own strong collegial relationships; (4) family members and close friends 
are anchors in their physical and emotional well-being; and (5) students are also key to their emotional 
health and enthusiasm. 

3 RESULTS 
Results of interviews to ascertain lived experiences of ten positive veteran teachers are presented under 
four main headings below. 

3.1 Social connections are vital to teachers for their ongoing collegial support 
All participants reported that social connections were important for developing coping strategies in their 
professional lives. In describing his experiences of engagement in social connections, Geoff explained, 
“...it’s just the ability to vent, to share your thoughts, your feelings, your emotions with somebody else 
that truly understands what we’re going through.” According to Ruth, “…it’s nice to have an adult 
perspective on things sometimes.  You know, you need your adult colleagues to have a bigger view 
sometimes, and they support me in what I do, and I know what they’re doing, and we talk about 
intellectual kinds of things, or just mundane lifestyle things happening with our families.” Similarly, 
Rachel noted as she “…listens to members of (this) social network I have become more confident in 
listening to feedback from parents of my students.” Mary declared “…emotional support is vital, high 
pressured environments like schools could get on top of you”; and according to Geoff, older teachers 
“…don’t get flustered very easily. Finally, David viewed his social network as a place where he has “…a 
sense of therapy with my mates where I can switch off and enjoy the ‘now’ with them.” 

Also important to participants were family members, many of them citing their parents as their inspiration 
to succeed and thrive. Chris, explained eloquently his father’s impact: 

…at the root core of it--my dad.  He never said much of anything, a very, very quiet man, 
but I always refer to him as one the smartest uneducated men I’ve ever known.  He worked 
in construction, a carpenter, but he could do everything.  Fought in World War II. He spent 
three and a half years on the islands in the Pacific, Saipan, Tinian.  Drove trucks, supported 
the marines, never talked about the war, saw a lot of ugly things, never talked about it, 
buried it.  He was an excellent, hard worker, went to work every day.  He role modeled 
values beyond an academic education. 

David, spoke about the impact his father had on him: 
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My dad was, without a doubt, one of my biggest heroes. I had it tough. My parents got 
divorced when I was 11 and that was very, very unusual back then.  In my entire school, I 
was the only one with divorced parents, in my whole school, in elementary school, when 
I’d get the worst and I think it was a reality check a little bit, because I started to see my 
parents as people and not as parents.  But my dad was a workaholic.  He had his own 
business and he worked ... when you have your own business you work from eight in the 
morning until eight, ten o’clock at night, and yet he never missed a football game. …His 
expectations of me were high.  He just expected that I was going to play sports.  He 
expected that I was going to do well in school.  He expected I was going to be active in 
Scouts and everything, and he was active with me in Boy Scouts, and he was active with 
me in that he never missed a football game, or things like that, and I just looked up to him 
because he was very intelligent, creative genius with all these different ideas but didn’t 
have the money to back, or get started off on some of them. 

Ruth too, expressed her love for teaching because of her father: 

Well, my father always said, “The teacher is the noblest profession,” and he also always 
said, how did he say this?  “It’s the only profession where you start at the top.”  So everyone 
once in a while somebody would say, “Oh, you should go on, you should be a principal, 
you should be a superintendent,” and my father would say, “No, that’s going backwards ... 

David, Mary, Kerry, Maxine, and Chris echoed this form of respect and honor ascribed to the role of 
parents and family. Further, positive veteran teachers alluded to these strategic social connections with 
colleagues as vital in learning the skill and necessity of working collaboratively with one another in 
successful teaching and learning. 

3.2 Teachers thrive under leadership that initiates and encourages close 
social connections among teaching staff 

Teachers expressed gratitude for those administrators who supported their work in the classroom. Kerry 
explained that she was involved in a book study. Her principal set up the reading groups and served as 
facilitator. From what she read, shared, and learn, she found herself more willing to take risks in her 
teaching. Moreover, as a principal herself, Maxine says “…Taking the time and process of leadership is 
edgy-getting the information I need-plus working with groups is the energy of leadership.” As a school 
leader, Maxine “…considers life as one big problem solving process-hearing different stories-and having 
the wisdom to act accordingly.” Upon reflection about her own social connections in schools, Mary noted. 
“…The school leadership encouraged and facilitated these close collegial relationships-working in close 
staff work areas also made it easier to get along. In this situation you identify those who will support and 
work with you.” Geoff recalled leaders who engaged with staff “…were kind of like the magic years,” but 
he saw this leadership from principals wane considerably in the past 15-20 years. 

Many, however, survived without that support. They mentioned the tendency for administrators to ride 
the wave of a new initiative, demanding teachers conform to structured instructional strategies that may 
not fit a specific discipline or teacher’s style. David gave his view of a good leader as follows: 

I think a good leader has an idea of where he wants the ship to go.  It’s like a captain on a 
ship.  Okay?  “I’m going to turn the wheel a little bit this way, a little bit that,” I’m going to 
guide, and I’m going to surround ... I’m going to hire a heck of a crew, and I’m going to let 
the crew ... I want my crew to be creative, I want my crew to be intelligent, and I want my 
crew to run, and all I’ll do is say, “Okay, we’ve got to tilt a little this way, tilt a little that way,” 
and you can do that very subtly. 

As we reviewed perceptions of respondents about leaders and administrators who encouraged and 
supported social connections and collegiality, we found the theme of teachers learning to get to know 
and trust one another emerging. 

3.3  In the absence of support from school leadership, positive veteran 
teachers adapt and form their own strong collegial relationships 

With respect to the absence of leader and administrative support of teachers, we discovered that positive 
veteran teachers adapt to their reality and seek out or develop their own social networks. This 
heightened sense of self-efficacy was evident among positive veteran teachers as we reviewed their 

0899



 

perceptions about changing situations and leadership focus in their school and their working lives. In 
the absence of this leadership in her school Eve declared: 

Developing functional social connections to bring about positive teaching and learning 
outcomes can take time and a willingness on the part of all players to want to grow and 
develop in their career– some teachers were ‘comfortable’ in the school and they resisted 
change and growing into a larger school. 

Eve acknowledges “…It is not always easy to walk on egg shells as a leader where staff have learned 
to play the political games.” Whereas upon reflecting on her own leadership experience, Maxine notes 
“…Dealing with mistakes is essential for a high achieving person.” These examples of an increased 
sense of ‘knowing self’ among the Australian teachers interviewed seemed to be magnified by the US 
teachers as they also reflected upon noticeable social changes over the past 20 years in their country.  

For example, Kerry noted, “…negative older teachers are more noticeable now and in my 33 years of 
teaching career not many principals stand out.” David is concerned that government is contributing to 
this undermining of local leadership by saying in effect, “…Okay, your school’s not performing. You’ve 
got to pick up the pace.” In this regard Ruth notes: 

When I first started, 35 years ago, people had been in a position for a long time and that 
their expectation was that they would be.  They’re part of the community, they were 
invested in the place, they took ownership, and the whole community, maybe it’s more 
idyllic, maybe it isn’t as idyllic as I’m saying, but it seemed to me that people all worked 
together for the common good and that was the ethic. Now, we get a new principal every 
three years and it’s a stepping-stone to something else.  Like they just sort pass through.  
They really don’t understand how things work.  They don’t care. 

These perceived changes in leadership have led to a significant drive by teachers, particularly, although 
not exclusively to teachers in the US, to adapt and manage these rapid changes. A telling example of 
this angst by teachers to be constantly adapting is from a recent conversation between Ruth and her 
parish priest in the US. Ruth asked her priest:  

…How are you doing?” He replied, “…You know, it just keeps getting stranger and stranger.  
I thought I’d seen everything but things just keeping getter stranger and stranger,” to which 
Ruth responded, “I see the same thing.  I thought a few years ago at work I’d seen 
everything, been there and done that, but things keep happening that are even odder than 
they were.” 

Kerry acknowledges she experiences changes and the need to adapt on a “daily basis” and that, “I am 
always doubting myself and questioning myself.” Geoff notes, “You constantly have to adapt and change 
things as you go along.” He adds …“Yeah, you need to adapt to the change, but teaching isn’t what it 
used to be,” Chris takes up this theme and adds, ”For me I love change-my biggest issue, however, is 
with parents.” 

This latter phenomenon identified, by Chris, is not unique to the US teachers and is taken up as an issue 
in Australia by Ruth, “I’ve dealt with a lot of parents that are difficult to work with;” and, Eve, ”we 
sometimes have to modify our connections according to how others [outside the school] will interpret 
what we say and how they might communicate those interpretations and assumptions.” These 
reflections on adaptations by positive veteran teachers can be summed up by another Australian 
teacher, Rachel, who works at being appropriately transparent with colleagues to model such an 
exchange in return. I recognize how important emotional support was from my colleagues in the past 
and I work at contributing to a similar culture where ever I might be.” To be aware of the needs of others 
and to care accordingly is a core value for Rachel. To be trustworthy and a good listener are paramount 
values and a belief in people generally is foundational to all her behavior. 

The sense of efficacy and knowing self by these ten teachers to adapt to changing circumstances is 
echoed by Admiraal et al. [6]: “Teachers’ confidence in being able to realize the interpersonal aspirations 
can be regarded as a constituent part of teachers’ self-efficacy.”   

3.4  Students are also key to their emotional health and enthusiasm 
In this final section we review the emphasis positive veteran teachers place upon their relationships with 
their students as a key inspiration to maintaining their emotional passion for teaching. Teachers such 
as Rachel, David and Geoff refer to teaching as “…a high calling;” “…doing something noble;” and, “…a 
calling. It’s almost like the priesthood of ministry.” Others are drawn to students who are struggling or 
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different. For example, Maxine notes “…Kids suffering learning disabilities makes it hard to see joy 
among parents, so it is always good to see some progress in learning.” Similarly, Eve notes she loves 
working with kids, “especially those who don’t fit in the box of conformity or ability.” Further, Mary gains 
satisfaction “in a job well done-seeing kids learn-the light bulb moments-feedback from kids.” 

Other teachers reported the personal struggles their students experience and they are drawn to care 
deeply for them accordingly. Rachel declared, “We have to be human with our kids and when asking 
them for forbearance towards us as teachers, we must be ready to extend that to them.”  In this regard 
Kerry reflected… 

I’m on a roller coaster and I wonder why at my age I worry about what kids think of me. 
Why do I still care? Recently I had a kid in my class who obviously doesn’t care about me–
I saw he wasn’t well and I asked if he wanted to see the nurse–with my encouragement he 
left to see the nurse. Next day he emailed me to thank me for caring. I reached out and he 
then cared about me–I do care about what kids think of me because I do care about them. 

Chris reported a similar incident involving the care teachers extend to their students: 

You have to pay attention to kids. I had a good student whose grades dropped and I just 
talked to her after school-I didn’t help her so much as I said, ‘You need to seek help.’ I don’t 
want to go into the details, but it was a personal situation with her, and she came back 
about a week later, and said, ‘Thanks for noticing,’ Sometimes the human effect is much 
more important than what you’re teaching. 

In relations to the joy teachers experience from their career, Ruth referred to a comment her own children 
made about kids feeling comfortable talking with her: 

…for them to feel comfortable enough and to have somebody, because a lot of kids don’t 
have somebody in their lives, you know, that everything looks black to them. To see 
somebody who enjoys her work, and them, I think makes a big difference to kids. They 
know I care about them, and they feel personally connected in a little way that brings a lot 
of joy, I mean, who wouldn’t love that? 

David reflected on class reunions over the years and how many of his former classmates were in careers 
where they indicated they get little satisfaction or feedback. This led David to think: 

Man, I get positive feedback every day, and that’s when I started thinking, Boy, my job is 
great, every day I get feedback from kids. Every day I get feedback from athletes.  Every 
day I get positive feedback.  I don’t go months on end without knowing whether or not I’m 
affecting lives. I know right away whether I’m harming them, helping them, whatever, and I 
started thinking, Boy this is a pretty good job. 

These reflections by the respondents are consistent with recent research conducted by Admiraal et al. 
(2019), who note, “Veteran teachers’ job satisfaction appeared to be positively associated with the extent 
to which they realized their aspirations in their relationships with their teachers.”     

4 CONCLUSIONS 
There are several conclusions to be drawn from the perceptions shared by the ten interviewees. These 
conclusions include a marked difference of focus between the US and Australian teachers regarding the 
nature of change and adaptability in their careers. Similar views include these findings: importance of 
social connections and collaboration among colleagues; expressions of positive confidence in 
themselves (self-actualization), and the importance of building and maintaining positive relationships 
with peers, administrators, students, and parents.  

Accordingly, another conclusion arising from this cross-cultural study concerns a recommendation 
relating to ways in which schools and school jurisdictions can harness the positive coping strategies of 
veteran teachers to benefit and support beginning and younger teachers in their profession. Each of 
these phenomena are elaborated upon below: 

4.1  We are currently facing a wicked problem in education 
We suggest the wicked problem in education [7]), concerns the rapidity of change, including the alarming 
exit rate of teachers from the profession, which is forcing teachers to adapt at an exhausting rate. A 
characteristic of positive veteran teachers is that they are adapting and remaining positive, but they 
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need the support and ownership of school leaders, parents, and the community in relation to ongoing 
social changes and pressures impinging upon teachers and schools. These pressures include hostility 
of parents and community towards teachers, loss of respect for teachers and education generally, and 
a loss of hope in the future by our youth. A widely held recognition and ownership of this problem by the 
whole community is required to identify and offer education relevant to the rapidly changing needs of 
citizens in the social, economic, political and post-industrial milieu we face today. 

4.2 Positive veteran teachers are generally characterized as having a high 
sense of self-efficacy 

Positive veteran teachers are characterized by a deep sense of knowing themselves. They are reflective 
professionals who think strategically about their own growth and development and are committed to life-
long learning and inspiring their students towards personal excellence in everything they do. Therefore, 
we recommend schools and school jurisdictions identify these teachers in their schools and release 
them from significant teaching and administrative duties so they can be intentional mentors for beginning 
teachers, including other younger or struggling teachers in their schools. Because these positive veteran 
teachers are high-achieving individuals with strong emotional and social skills, we believe they would 
be well suited to mentor peers, thus multiplying their effectiveness throughout their school and the 
community. 

4.3 Positive veteran teachers thrive where supportive social connections 
exist in schools 

This is a phenomenon that has been identified in multiple studies of the characteristics of veteran 
teachers including by [8] [9]. Many of these authors have also recommended giving lead roles to these 
teachers in schools. We repeat that plea with this suggestion to principals, school administrators, and 
school jurisdictions: Mandate and empower positive veteran teachers who are skilled and comfortable 
in working collaboratively with peers to take an active role in professional learning activities designed to 
upskill all teachers to work more effectively with one another and with parents and the community.  

4.4 Positive veteran teachers generally lead collegial approaches towards 
more effective teaching and learning outcomes 

In the process of encouraging their peers to become more proactive in their general relationships with 
their students, parents and the community, positive veteran teachers lead and support social groups 
that can morph into collegial enterprises. These enterprises seek to enhance and develop programs of 
study that are relevant to the needs of students becoming effective citizens and builders of our futures. 

4.5 Positive veteran teachers engage effectively with their students and the 
wider community 

One of the defining characteristics of positive veteran teachers is their love of teaching and their passion 
to see all their students succeed. They variously describe their profession as “a calling to be engaged 
in a noble enterprise.” Therefore, we believe these unique teachers are ideally located in schools to lead 
by example and to encourage, support, and exhort their peers in their own teaching.   
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