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Abstract: This study presented a positive deviant case: a Swedish hard-to-staff school which has had
a low rate of teacher turnover over time. In line with the purpose of studying positive deviance in
organisations, our exploratory inquiry was geared towards understanding how and why ‘at-risk’
teachers, i.e., teachers who teach in subjects which are known to have high levels of staffing difficulties
in Sweden, stayed at this particular school. Using a modified grounded theory approach, our results
suggested that teachers remained at the school due to being embedded in a protective professional
community that was enculturated by different expressions of collegiality. Finally, these findings are
discussed in relation to the theoretical concepts of teachers’ job embeddedness and social capital.
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1. Introduction

Although some level of teacher turnover is expected, high levels of turnover disrupt
the social and relational continuity needed in schools and have long-lasting negative
effects on instructional quality and student achievement [1,2]. Studies have shown that
schools situated in socioeconomically disadvantaged areas are disproportionately affected
by turnover [3] and struggle to recruit and retain qualified teachers [4,5]. This unequal
distribution of qualified teachers has led to the emergence of ‘hard-to-staff schools’, which
refers to schools with perpetual staffing difficulties [6]. Although the retention literature
has uncovered protective factors that can help teachers stay in the profession and at their
schools, more research is needed to explain how components of the school environment can
facilitate retention in hard-to-staff schools [7]. This study aims to contribute to the literature
by presenting a positive deviant case: a Swedish school that possesses the contextual
characteristics of a hard-to-staff school but which has had a low teacher turnover rate
over time. Positive deviance is defined as ‘intentional behaviors that depart from the
norms of a referent group in honourable ways’ [8] (p. 209). We use the term positive
deviance to highlight how teacher retention at this particular school departs from what
one would expect to see in a school of a similar profile [9]. We describe the teachers’
reasons for remaining at the school and the potential determinants that give rise to the
observed phenomena. We add further nuance to our inquiry by focusing on ‘at-risk’
teachers, i.e., teachers certified in subjects with known staffing difficulties. By doing so, we
aim to provide novel insights that can further our understanding of teacher retention in
hard-to-staff schools.
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2. Background
2.1. Teacher Retention in Hard-to-Staff Schools: A Matter of Collegiality

The literature commonly uses the term hard-to-staff to refer to inner-city schools
situated in deprived neighbourhoods with a high proportion of minority students and low
levels of student achievement [6]. Studies exploring the reasons behind teachers’ migration
from hard-to-staff schools have attributed the teacher exodus to untenable work environ-
ments, which prevent them from practising good teaching [10]. These teachers are subject
to a flurry of push and pull factors, as despite being highly committed and feeling a sense
of obligation to the student population found in these schools [11,12], the dysfunctional
conditions and context in which they work cause them to seek pastures anew [13–15]. In a
study conducted by Glazer [16], analysis of the narratives of 12 teachers who migrated from
hard-to-staff schools revealed that chaotic work environments, insufficient and ineffective
support from the school leadership and the inability to exercise their professional autonomy
made teaching practices cumbersome and drove them away from their schools. Similarly,
Simon and Johnson [7] reviewed six studies examining teacher turnover in hard-to-staff
schools and concluded that teachers migrated due to poor working conditions rather than
student demographics.

By refocusing the attention towards the teachers who remain, the retention literature
has aimed to identify job resources that can mitigate job demands and facilitate reten-
tion (e.g., [17]). It has consistently pointed to the importance of vertical and horizontal
support processes and the congruence between teachers and the social ecosystem they
find themselves in [18,19]. In a school context, the concept of collegiality captures the
quality of relationships and underlies the scope and nature of collaborative efforts in a
teaching group [20]. Collegiality can be defined as a concept with normative and relational
dimensions which influence ideas about reciprocity, teacher cohesion and mechanisms for
internal control among a teacher group [21]. It has been found to be a buffering factor
against quantitative workload [22] that provides teachers with a social ecosystem of support
wherein they can access instructional and affective support, which facilitates positive job at-
titudes, job satisfaction and retention [23,24]. It is also an important factor that can facilitate
retention in hard-to-staff schools, which underlines the malleability of factors influencing
retention in these schools [7,25]. Supportive collegial relationships can enable teachers to
practice high-quality teaching by fostering a positive environment in which teachers can
engage in peer learning and collective problem-solving [10]. Moreover, it also provides
the conditions for teacher resilience [26], which can be broadly defined as the process of,
or ability to, successfully adapt to one’s surroundings despite difficult circumstances [27].
Studies have found that teachers who remain in hard-to-staff schools tend to use a range
of strategies, such as help-seeking and problem-solving, which enables them to build up
resources and overcome day-to-day challenges [28,29].

2.2. Contextualising the Study

There are several studies focusing on the challenges that hard-to-staff schools face.
However, most studies in this section of the teacher retention literature have been conducted
in an American or British setting. Although informative, these studies are set within societal
landscapes and structures that differ from the Swedish context. As such, it is important to
contextualise the present study before proceeding. Formal education in Sweden consists
of a 10-year compulsory education which is free of charge and funded by municipal and
state grants based on the voucher programme. The state sets national objectives and
learning outcomes, which are implemented by the local municipalities [30]. The state
is also responsible for the financial steering of the school system and ensures that the
principles of educational equity and compensatory education are upheld [31,32]. However,
municipalities are responsible for the financial management and resource allocation to
municipal schools. Most schools in Sweden are public schools; however, there is a large
and expanding independent school sector as the comprehensive school voucher system
enables free entry of new independent schools. These independent schools are subject to
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the same regulation as public schools and can be profit-driven or non-profit as well as
secular or religious [33]. The Swedish school system is a highly decentralised market-based
educational system characterised by neoliberal market mechanisms such as freedom of
choice, individualism and competition between schools. In this system, education has
essentially become a commodity, with families and students taking the role of consumers.
The efficacy of the system primarily relies on the provision of information needed for
consumers to make informed choices [30].

The teaching profession in Sweden is highly regulated and characterised by national
objectives, formative assessments, testing, quality assurance practices, documentation and
demands of transparency and accountability from the general public [30]. Public school
teachers are employed by the municipalities, but teacher recruitment and employment
are commonly made at the school level by the principals. Principals are given free rein in
hiring and employment decisions; however, all employment is regulated by employment
protection laws and collective agreements [33]. Since 2011, teachers must be certified if
they are to be employed on a permanent contract and unqualified teachers can only be
employed on fixed-term contracts. Teachers’ job opportunities are determined by their local
school market. Teachers search for vacancies, apply for positions and undergo an interview
process, after which an employment offer is made on a competitive basis determined
by collective bargaining agreements. Teachers’ wage setting can potentially vary quite
substantially between schools. However, the wage dispersion among Swedish teachers
is quite compressed and among the lowest in the OECD [34]. Teachers are also free to
terminate their employment contract with a notice period of between one to three months,
depending on the length of employment.

Some studies have suggested that the market-based system diminishes the egalitar-
ianism of schools through the facilitation of segregation [35–37], whereas others have
heralded the competition between schools as a way of enhancing educational quality and
achievement by streamlining inefficiency [38]. According to the Swedish National Agency
for Education, the differences in student achievement between schools in affluent and
less-affluent areas are becoming more pronounced [39]. The reasons for the observed
increase in school segregation are complex as it is partially driven by school competition
policies, which have provided the conditions for increased stratification of the school
market, but also by societal factors such as increased immigration and residential segre-
gation [36,37,40–42]. The effects of school competition on school segregation and student
achievement mirror this complexity as it interacts with school, neighbourhood and family
effects [40,43]. This stratification of the school market, in terms of student composition
and student achievement, has also influenced teacher mobility and led to an inequitable
distribution of qualified teachers [34,39,44]. The compensatory funding scheme of the
Swedish system, in which municipalities can allocate resources based on the specific con-
ditions of schools, is a mechanism used to even the playing field among schools and has
led to a general increase in teacher density in hard-to-staff schools [45]. However, as the
implementation of this compensatory mechanism varies between municipalities and is
only loosely linked to schools’ student composition in practice, it has not prevented the
inequitable distribution of qualified teachers observed between schools [45]. As such, there
has been a rise in schools which align with the definition of a hard-to-staff school. The
retention and recruitment difficulties facing these schools have mainly been attributed to
the symbolic position these schools hold in the school market with regard to their perceived
educational status by students, teachers and the surrounding community [5]. Our selected
definition of a hard-to-staff school mainly captures a particular profile of schools with
perpetual staffing difficulties; however, we also acknowledge that labour market factors,
such as geographical location and proximity to teacher education institutions, also have a
significant influence on teacher staffing difficulties [39].
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2.3. Aims of the Study

Although some studies have provided insight into Swedish teachers’ occupational
mobility (e.g., [46,47]), to the best of our knowledge, no previous study has explored
teacher retention in hard-to-staff schools in Sweden. In this study, we present a positive
deviant case which we use to explore the reasons why ‘at-risk’ teachers have chosen to
stay at this particular hard-to-staff school. The identified school aligns with the literature’s
definition of a hard-to-staff school and thus represents an exception to the rule, ‘a champion
of stability’ [48]. We believe this is of great interest as it can provide insights into potential
mechanisms that can facilitate teacher retention in hard-to-staff schools. Additionally,
exploring this positive deviant case within the highly decentralised market-based education
system found in Sweden provides us with the opportunity to make a unique contribution
to the teacher retention literature.

3. Research Design
3.1. Case Selection

We chose to use a case study research design as it is useful for exploratory investi-
gations [49] and complements the normative approach to studying positive deviance in
organisations [9]. Recent reports have shown that the national annual turnover between
2014–2021 ranged from 26–30% [50]. However, it can reach as high as 30–40% in hard-to-
staff schools [51], although the degree of teacher turnover in these schools varies [52]. The
positive deviation observed at the school was identified through contact with the municipal-
ity (municipal Human Resource department, personal communication, 10 September 2021;
vice-school director, personal communication, 22 September 2021) and by inspecting mu-
nicipal turnover data (see Table 1). The average turnover rate at the positive deviant school
between 2015–2021 has been 12.6%. Municipal turnover data was only provided from
school years 2017–2018 until 2020–2021. The average turnover for municipal public schools
during this period was 17.4% (excluding the positive deviant school), which is higher than
the average turnover at the positive deviant school during the same time period (14.2%).
The positive deviance observed at this school is further compounded by the proportion
of qualified teachers working at the school, ~75% compared to 62% for schools sharing a
similar profile [53], and by the wealth of job opportunities available to the ‘at-risk’ teachers
at the school as they have access to a large school market in which they are attractive
candidates as they teach in subjects where the municipal teacher certification level ranges
from 37% to 55%.

Table 1. Overview of teacher turnover and teacher certification level at the school.

School Year 2015–2016 2016–2017 2017–2018 2018–2019 2019–2020 2020–2021

Turnover rate (%) a 2.9 16.0 20.6 13.5 13.9 8.6
Teacher certification (%) a 77.4 72.5 78.1 71.1 76.5 77.1
Teacher density a 12.4 11.1 15.5 12.2 12.8 13.3
Municipal turnover rate (%) b - - 20.1 14.5 14.6 20.4
Municipal teacher certification (%) b 79.4 88.3 88.4 81.7 82 82
Municipal teacher density b 12.5 12.6 13.1 12.7 13.2 13.5

Note: a = Data for positive deviant school; b = Municipal averages for public schools excluding the positive
deviant school. Municipal turnover data for 2015–2016 and 2016–2017 were not provided by the municipality due
to the restructuring of several schools.

3.2. About the School

The school is a large urban lower-secondary public school with ~400 students attend-
ing. The average public school in Sweden consists of 223 students and only 10–20% of the
student population attends schools with 500 students or more [54]. Compared to other
schools in the municipality, this school has a high proportion of students with immigrant
backgrounds (~40% compared to the municipal average of ~30% and a national average of
27%), a low proportion of student’s parents possessing a post-secondary schooling educa-
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tion (~60% compared to the municipal average of ~70% and a national average of 62%); low
proportion of students achieving the knowledge outcomes in all subjects (~70% compared
to the municipal average of ~80% and a national average of ~85%); and a low grade point
average. Compared to schools with a similar student composition on the national level,
student achievement at the school is at the top end for hard-to-staff schools but still below
the national average [55].

3.3. Data Collection and Participants

The Swedish Ethical Review Authority issued an ethical advisory opinion in April
2021 (Dnr 2021-01345). Data collection began with the school leadership, who were viewed
as key informants due to their ability to provide us with contextual information about the
school the stability of the teaching staff and direct us to further key informants. The school
leadership provided the research team with a list of teachers, which guided our initial
teacher interviews; however, subsequent participant selections were based on participant
referrals from teachers. As the study focuses on ‘at-risk’ teachers, purposive sampling was
used to ensure that the participant referrals fit our selection criteria [56]. Participant referrals
met the selection criteria if they had worked at the school for a long time (≥5 years) and
qualified as ‘at-risk’ teachers based on their taught subject area. Examinations of municipal
and national certification levels between the school years 2015/16–2020/21 were made to
inform the selection criteria of ‘at-risk’ teachers. A chain-referral sampling procedure was
repeated after each interview, and participant referrals were assessed using the selection
criteria. It is important to note that we decided to include one teacher who had only been
at the school for four years due to the teacher being certified in a subject with prominent
municipal staffing difficulties. The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured
interview guide developed by the research team. In-person interviews were conducted
with five participants, and the remaining six interviews were conducted digitally using
Microsoft Zoom or Microsoft Teams due to COVID-19 restrictions. Each interview was
audio-recorded and lasted up to 1 h. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and
the main author kept a reflective journal log of thoughts, observations and memos [57].
Interviews began with an open question: “According to reports by the municipality and
municipal statistics, this school has had a low teacher turnover rate over time, do you
agree (which everyone did)?”. This was followed up by asking: “Why do you think
this is the case?”. The answers to the latter question were then followed up by further
questions relating to the low teacher turnover at the school, teachers’ perceptions about
the school, their working situation and career decision-making. In line with the inclusion
criteria, the research team agreed to conclude data collection after 11 interviews. The study
sample consisted of three school leadership members and eight teachers certified to teach
in subjects such as textiles, art, science, technology, Swedish as a second language, home
economics and social science. An overview of the sample demographics is provided in
Table 2.

Table 2. Sample demographics.

Age Teaching Experience Time at Current School

41–62 years a 9–38 years a 4–26 years a

59.5 years b 21 years b 15.5 years b

Note: a = presented as a range value; b = presented as a median value.

3.4. Data Analysis

According to Mertens et al. [9] the purpose of studying positive deviance in organ-
isations is to achieve a deeper understanding of the observed complex phenomena, its
determinants and consequences. Herington and van de Fliert [48] (p. 666) further describe
how positive deviance can be used to promote positive social change by stating that:
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Positive deviance employed as a practical strategy is about looking for “cham-
pions” for change—outliers who succeed against all odds. It is a method of
social inquiry grounded on the premise that in every community there are certain
individuals or groups whose uncommon behavior and strategies enable them to
find better solutions to the same problems facing their peers.

In line with this, we chose to conduct our data analysis using a modified grounded
theory technique, including the constant-comparison method [58]. Using these methods
provided us with the tools to explore the possible determinants and make descriptive
inferences of the observed positive deviance, focusing on theorising rather than generating
a theory. This analytical strategy also informed the structure of the paper, and in order to
prevent the forcing of data into pre-selected theoretical frameworks, we omitted theoretical
discussions in the background section. The constant comparative method permeated all
stages of the data analysis. First, constant comparisons were made between data within each
individual interview and shaped the generation of codes and categories by supporting the
interpretation of the conceptual similarities and differences. Following this, we compared
codes and categories between interviews. This guided us in the process of determining
whether similar experiences and narratives were allocated the same codes and categories
and enabled nuanced descriptions of the dimensions of the categories, i.e., the generation
of sub-categories. As such, the first stage of our analysis consisted of open coding of
the interview transcripts in which codes were assigned to meaning units to generate
categories and sub-categories. The second stage of the analysis consisted of selective coding
specifying the major relationships between categories, paving the way for the generation of
a core category around which all other categories seem to be organised. The core category
conceptualised the integrated idea of what is going on and formed a coherent explanation
of why the teachers choose to remain at this school [59]. Lastly, comparisons and contrasts
were made with the scholarly literature to bring further theoretical understanding of the
core category and identify gaps in the literature that the study addresses.

4. Research Findings

The analysis yielded three categories: supportive collegiality, visible collegiality and
constrained collegiality, which were further divided into five sub-categories (see Figure 1).
Examples of the meaning units and codes used to develop the categories and sub-categories
can be found in Table 3. The comparisons between these categories generated a core
category that we titled ‘Enculturating a Protective Professional Community’.

Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 114 8 of 20 
 

 
Figure 1. The core category, categories and sub-categories. 

In summary, the core category captures different expressions of teacher collegiality, 
i.e., the relational and normative processes that combine to enculturate a protective pro-
fessional community. We use the term protective to illustrate how this community repre-
sents a safety net for the teachers at the school. It also highlights how these established 
norms and practices have been safeguarded by culture bearers at the school. Quotes are 
used to bring in the voice of the informants and to support the generation of the categories 
[60]. The presented quotes are selected because they, in explicit ways, illustrate or display 
the meaning of the categories. 

4.1. Supportive Collegiality 
The narratives from the teachers’ stories paint a picture of a close-knit teacher com-

munity characterised by warm and caring interpersonal interactions. It was at times diffi-
cult for the teachers to describe this expression of collegiality, exemplified by a quote from 
Teacher 4: ‘Sometimes I can’t even explain it with words but something nice is in the 
walls’. Further probing of this elusive niceness suggested that it was made visible by the 
warm social interactions that occurred in the teacher community: ‘The first thing I think 
about is the warmth, the warmth shown between people’ (Teacher 6).  

There has always been a very pleasant tone at the school. I have never experi-
enced any other than that, but you hear from people how it can be at other 
schools. There can be a lot of negativity and stuff like that. But here it has always 
been very welcoming and pleasant. (Teacher 4) 
As we continued our interviews, we noticed how the teachers’ narratives revealed a 

concerted willingness to promote a sense of connectedness and community at the school. 
Further investigations revealed that this promotion of connectedness and community had 
been an important cornerstone of the school community for a long period of time. Our 
interviews with the school leadership informed us of how traditions at the school were 
used to promote this sense of connectedness among the teachers. 

It has continued. However, I do feel like it’s not as much as it was before, before 
we really did a lot. We spent time doing activities together. Back then we often 
travelled… of course we had more money to do so then, we went away on con-
ferences and spent time together before the term started and stuff like that. We 
would go on skiing trips and these activities were very important... we always 
had our “Tuesday sandwich” before a conference. In the beginning we also took 
turns buying food for each other before we would go on conferences. We always 
had a Friday “fika” [a Swedish custom, a social gathering during which people 
drink coffee and eat a small meal] during the morning break as most of us would 

Figure 1. The core category, categories and sub-categories.



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 114 7 of 19

Table 3. Examples of meaning units and codes informing sub-categories and categories.

Meaning Units Codes Sub-Categories Categories

We try to follow one direction with common structures but within this we can still control
and organise our teaching as we want. What keeps us together is the students and our
co-operation around the students. We have mutual strategies for our students. We talk in
our teacher teams: “Now we have this student, how should we work with him”, “what is
the best way to work with this student?”. That’s what keeps us together.

Teachers make their teaching
visible to colleagues and share

instructional material
Deprivatising teaching practices

Supportive
collegiality

It’s not just me that has worked here for many years, we have a big group of teachers who
have become like a group of friends. We’re like a big family Teacher group is like a family Promoting a sense of

connectedness and community

It’s a place for everyone. Everyone working at the school meets in the staff room. You see
people passing by and you greet them. You know everyone in one way or another.

Common
workspaces Visibility of teacher community Visible

collegiality

Security is important for me. It’s to do with knowing about how things are done. If you
come in new to a school then you have to adapt to the school, you have to adapt to how
things are done at the school. It has always been like that. We’ve had some continuity in
our teacher group and in the school leadership for some years, so things have just flowed,
and we’ve had a great atmosphere. But I feel it is important for people to know how things
are done. There has to be a clear structure. You should know how things are done.

There is an
established way of doing things

Upholding established norms
and practices

Constrained
collegiality

If anything, it was drilled into us because the older colleagues would tell us “At this school
we have a positive atmosphere”, “things are great here” and “this is the best school”.

There are culture bearers within
the teacher group who dictate

terms and ensure that the
established norms and practices

are upheld

Cultivation of staff cohesion by
culture bearers
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In summary, the core category captures different expressions of teacher collegiality, i.e.,
the relational and normative processes that combine to enculturate a protective professional
community. We use the term protective to illustrate how this community represents a
safety net for the teachers at the school. It also highlights how these established norms
and practices have been safeguarded by culture bearers at the school. Quotes are used to
bring in the voice of the informants and to support the generation of the categories [60].
The presented quotes are selected because they, in explicit ways, illustrate or display the
meaning of the categories.

4.1. Supportive Collegiality

The narratives from the teachers’ stories paint a picture of a close-knit teacher commu-
nity characterised by warm and caring interpersonal interactions. It was at times difficult
for the teachers to describe this expression of collegiality, exemplified by a quote from
Teacher 4: ‘Sometimes I can’t even explain it with words but something nice is in the walls’.
Further probing of this elusive niceness suggested that it was made visible by the warm
social interactions that occurred in the teacher community: ‘The first thing I think about is
the warmth, the warmth shown between people’ (Teacher 6).

There has always been a very pleasant tone at the school. I have never experienced
any other than that, but you hear from people how it can be at other schools.
There can be a lot of negativity and stuff like that. But here it has always been
very welcoming and pleasant. (Teacher 4)

As we continued our interviews, we noticed how the teachers’ narratives revealed a
concerted willingness to promote a sense of connectedness and community at the school.
Further investigations revealed that this promotion of connectedness and community had
been an important cornerstone of the school community for a long period of time. Our
interviews with the school leadership informed us of how traditions at the school were
used to promote this sense of connectedness among the teachers.

It has continued. However, I do feel like it’s not as much as it was before, before
we really did a lot. We spent time doing activities together. Back then we often
travelled. . . of course we had more money to do so then, we went away on
conferences and spent time together before the term started and stuff like that.
We would go on skiing trips and these activities were very important... we always
had our “Tuesday sandwich” before a conference. In the beginning we also took
turns buying food for each other before we would go on conferences. We always
had a Friday “fika” [a Swedish custom, a social gathering during which people
drink coffee and eat a small meal] during the morning break as most of us would
be free then. We also took turns baking cakes and treats and the older [teachers],
who retired a while ago, made sure that the tables [in the staff room] was set
nicely and that everything was very inviting and welcoming. It was their way of
showing that they cared about their colleagues. (School Leadership 1)

The teachers also spoke about how important it was for teachers to feel welcome and
taken care of at the school and how they engaged in supportive behaviours to materialise
and consolidate this sense of connectedness within the teacher community.

I think it is important that when new [teachers] come to the school... that we take
care of them, help them with whatever they need help with and show them that
they are welcome. (Teacher 3)

I went through a difficult time for various reasons, but I still felt that I could
continue being at the school because I felt taken care of. I was supported even
during these periods in my life which gave me a sense of security and made me
want to stay. I have always felt that its ok to feel bad even if I’m here, there is
nothing wrong with that. And during these periods of burnout, I have always
felt that people acknowledge it and approach it in a supportive way. I don’t
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feel the need to move. I have it good here and as I said, people take care of me.
(Teacher 6)

The teachers also described how this sense of connectedness also extended to
their students.

I was speaking to a colleague, and she said ‘oh, they are like my children, I love
them like my children. They are really obnoxious, the ones in 9th grade, they are
so obnoxious, but they are sweet and friendly’. I also felt that I shared the same
feeling, that I like them a lot. They are really sweet, and it can happen that they,
that they feel this from the teachers and that it becomes like this, like we are a big
family, maybe, I’m just speculating. (Teacher 5)

This sense of community seemed to provide the conditions for collaborative be-
haviours as the teachers described a concerted effort to deprivatise their teaching. De-
privatisation of teaching practices refers to teachers tearing down the walls surrounding
their classroom practices, which provides the opportunity for pedagogical inquiries and
allows their colleagues to learn with and through each other. The teachers described how
they are able to improve their own teaching in the company of their peers by engaging in
pedagogical conversations about effective teaching practices.

We try to follow one direction with common structures but within this we can
still control and organise our teaching as we want. What keeps us together is the
students and our co-operation around the students. We have mutual strategies
for our students. We talk in our teacher teams: “Now we have this student, how
should we work with him?”, “what is the best way to work with this student?”.
That’s what keeps us together. (Teacher 1)

Teacher 1 described how this unmasking of teaching practices provides teachers with
the opportunity to engage in knowledge-sharing and helps the teachers form common
strategies for their students, which may foster a sense of teaching cohesion. It also provides
evidence for how teachers at the school view teaching as something that is not done in
isolation. The following excerpt by Teacher 2 illustrates how this prevents teachers from
feeling isolated in their endeavours and how it can be viewed as a safety net for teachers.

Everyone supports and sticks up for each other. We try to support each other
when someone is going through a tough time. We might share advice about
how to structure lessons like ‘I have this material, I used it in the previous year
group, you can use this’ and we provide each other with educational material
and teaching advice. I just switched year groups and I’m now working with the
year fours for the first time in 20 years. I feel rusty but I get a lot of advice from
my colleagues who have a lot of experience teaching this year group. Even the
teachers who had the current year fours last year in year three want to help so I
feel like I can always ask people for support. They bombard my desk with books
and folders ‘Here you go, we did this last year, and we don’t need it now, take it’
because they taught this year previously but are now teaching in year five or six.
You get a lot of unconditional support which makes things easier to get going.
(Teacher 2)

The teachers also described how the purpose of these expressions of supportive
collegiality seemed to go beyond facilitating teaching cohesion as it also represented a
source of relational resilience that safeguarded teachers from the emotional demands of
their day-to-day working lives and facilitated their retention at the school.

We have the students that we have, and we want to make it as good as we can for
them. That’s how we think, and we have a good sense of togetherness. We help
and support each other during the good times and bad times because it’s, it’s a
tough job. We have students who have it tough and sometimes you feel like you
are not enough. That can be difficult and can make you feel low. That’s when
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we support each other, and I think that’s a reason for why many choose to stay
because it’s not just a job it’s a calling. (Teacher 6)

4.2. Visible Collegiality

Our interviews revealed the importance of the structural features of the school and
how it encourages social interaction. Several teachers described an inability to hide or
remain anonymous at the school due to being constantly surrounded by their peers. Indeed,
two common expressions uttered by the teachers were ‘everybody knows who everybody
is at the school’ and ‘you can’t be anonymous here’. The staff room in particular and
its proximity to the teacher work rooms, seemed to play an important role in making
the teacher community visible. All the teacher work rooms were adjacent to the staff
room, a big open-plan space centrally located at the school and furnished with a large
rectangular conference-like table, a kitchen front and sofas arranged in a U-shaped pattern
(see Figure 2). From the teachers’ accounts, it became evident that the visibility of the
teacher community held an important symbolic value and contributed to the sense of
connectedness and community at the school. As Teacher 4 explains, being able to meet
each other is important for the sense of community at the school as it can prevent divisions
within the teacher community.
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The physical, I mean how the school is built. That’s number one, I think.
Everyone doesn’t have that insight but I’m pretty sure of it. From the staff
room you can see all the work rooms. So, what happens? Firstly, you have
your teacher team work rooms where everyone sits together, that’s number
one. If you are a new teacher at the school, you will never feel alone, you can
ask anyone who is sitting close to you. Because we are so close to each other. . .
if I suddenly need to speak to someone in year 4, let’s say I’m teaching year 6
and I need to get hold of the teacher for year 4, then all I need to do is to take a
short walk from the staff room through the corridor and I can get hold of that
teacher instantly. This is where the staff room comes in. Because the staff room
is situated in the middle [of the school] it means that whenever I walk past the
staff room, I’ll see a few colleagues who I will then greet or ‘hey by the way,
that thing, I need to speak to you quickly, just a quick word’. You can easily
have a quick word with your colleague and then move on. That is where the
sense of community is built, you can carry out your job, it is quick, and it is
easy. (Teacher 4)

As suggested by the comments provided by the teachers, the visibility of the teacher
community creates an open and transparent environment and seems important for facilitat-
ing informal and formal social interactions. It also seemed to be an important condition for
the positive and supportive atmosphere, as Teacher 3 explained:

It can’t be that there are better people or better teachers here. It’s the same people,
do you understand what I mean? It’s not that the teachers at other schools are
meaner and more boring it’s different here because we have other conditions
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here to be successful. It doesn’t matter if you think your principal is bad or if
everything [at the school] is bad, being able to meet one’s colleagues all the time,
to be around each other all the time, to be able to have someone to speak and
share experiences with creates a positive atmosphere. (Teacher 3)

4.3. Constrained Collegiality

The teachers’ narratives suggested that some aspects of the collegial atmosphere at
the school were not only passed on and willingly inherited but also actively upheld and
enforced by a section of the teacher community. Somewhat contrastingly to the descriptions
of a teacher community characterised by supportive behaviours, the teachers described an
implicit and explicit expectation for teachers to understand and act according to what is
expected of them. Teacher 7 explained how these established norms and practices have
been cemented into the school’s walls and how the implicit and explicit upholding of said
norms contributes to a tough teacher culture.

It’s quite tough. At this school there is a certain culture that’s stuck in the walls.
We’ve had meetings among the teachers where the tone has been quite tough.
(Teacher 7)

A member of the school leadership also recalled how noticeable this tough culture
was as it meant that new teachers had to prove themselves before being accepted into the
teacher community at the school.

It hasn’t been a problem in general although it can make it difficult for new
teachers who come to the school. It can be hard for a new teacher who comes
with all these strong personalities doing their own thing. When I started, I met a
teacher who refused to greet me until I had proved what I went for. Naturally
I was careful and tried to avoid her. You wanted to make sure that you were in
their good books. (School leadership 2)

Teacher 8 described how the teachers who enforce this alignment to the established
way of doing things all possess strong personalities and how they represent an unspoken
teacher hierarchy:

At a school there will always be people who are perceived as being very brusque,
having strong personalities. You can be sitting in a meeting and this person will
completely take over and say things like ‘You can’t do it like that’ or ‘You can’t
say that’, these things have happened and continue to happen. And then there
can be a culture among these strong personalities and if you belong to this group,
it can be hard to break that culture. (Teacher 8)

This conscious desire to uphold the established norms and practices seemed to be
driven by the culture bearers at the school, who personify the norms and practices found
in the teacher community and describe themselves as having an affinity to the established
ways of doing things at the school. This affinity stems from these teachers having seen these
established norms and practices grow and develop over time as well as their first-hand
experience of how it has benefitted the teacher community at the school. For these teachers,
it is particularly important that these norms and practices are preserved.

Security is important for me. It’s to do with knowing about how things are done.
If you come in new to a school then you have to adapt to the school, you have to
adapt to how things are done at the school. It has always been like that. We’ve
had some continuity in our teacher group and in the school leadership for some
years so things have just flowed, and we’ve had a great atmosphere. But I feel
it is important for people to know how things are done. There has to be a clear
structure. You should know how things are done. (Teacher 4)

The abovementioned quote illustrates how the established ways of doing things
signify a source of security and continuity for these teachers. It also highlights how this
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upholding of the established ways of doing things has been something that has been
sustained over time as ‘it has always been like that’, i.e., an expectation for teachers
to align with the norms and practices at the school. The teachers describe how these
culture bearers engage in protective behaviours to cultivate staff cohesion and safeguard
the established ways of doing things at the school. This occurs indirectly through the
implicit enactment of the norms and practices expected of teachers, which are made
visible in their behaviours and actions, but also directly by enforcing the adherence
to these established norms and practices. As Teacher 4 recalled their first days at the
school, they explained how they were met by the culture bearers who were present at
that time:

If anything, it was drilled into us because the older colleagues would tell us ‘At
this school we have a positive atmosphere’, ‘things are great here’ and ‘this is the
best school’. (Teacher 4)

This seems to represent an initial socialisation into the school wherein teachers are
informed about the established norms and practices at the school and are expected to buy
into them. Teacher 4 further illustrated the pressure teachers face to align with what is
expected of them:

If there has always been a good atmosphere and there is an expectation that the at-
mosphere remains good, then you can’t be the odd one out who doesn’t contribute
to this good atmosphere because that’s the culture at the school. (Teacher 4)

However, these teachers acknowledge that not every teacher is willing to conform to
the established ways of doing things, resulting in them being at the periphery of the teacher
community. The following quote by Teacher 5, who represented one of the culture bearers
at the school, illustrates the result of not adhering to these established norms and practices.

This is my family and there is something special about our culture because we’re
a family. Sometimes new teachers would come and some of them would find a
place in our family without any issues. But for some others, and there is nothing
wrong with them of course, they just never really came into the family in the
same way. (Teacher 5)

Teacher 6 further described the difficulties that new teachers could face when being
introduced to this teaching culture.

You just have to accept the situation and do as well as you can. I can understand
the teachers who are new to the job, that it can be hard. But I feel comfortable
with it [the established ways of doing things]. (Teacher 6)

4.4. Enculturating a Protective Professional Community: Conditions, Processes and Outcomes

The visible collegiality observed at the school appears to provide the conditions for
meaningful informal and formal social interactions between the teachers. The expressions
of supportive collegiality and constrained collegiality can also be viewed as social and
relational processes that enculturate this protective professional community. The processes
convey the norms, practices and organisational culture that permeates this community and
enhance its protective element by providing teachers with access to the relational resilience
garnered within the community [61]. Belonging to this protective professional community
results in several teacher outcomes indicated by the teachers’ narratives. However, the
primary outcome is the facilitation of teacher retention at the school.

I don’t feel a need to change schools. I have it quite good here and as I said before,
my colleagues care about me. (Teacher 2)

Security is important for me. I know what I have but not what I get. I have
learned a lot about this area and about the municipality during these years and I
want to make use of that knowledge. (Teacher 4)
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Of course, the thought of moving schools crosses your mind, but it feels difficult
because then you come to a place and you’re a nobody. (Teacher 2)

I feel appreciated by my colleagues. I feel liked. I feel liked and appreciated by
the school leadership. People know who I am. Should I then leave and go to a
new school where I will have to start over and build up this trust? (Teacher 3)

What shall I say? I feel welcome. People care about and help each other. You
feel like you belong to this school. People are nice and yeah, no it’s hard to
explain actually. Being at this school has always been a sense of security for me.
(Teacher 6)

As such, this Enculturation of a Protective Professional Community, underpinned by
expressions of teacher collegiality, captures social and relational processes which appear to
embed teachers in the school, which subsequently influences their decision to remain at
the school.

5. Discussion

The core category—enculturating a protective professional community—has up to now
been generated by comparisons between data. In the text below, a theoretical discussion of
the core category is provided, and our findings are discussed in relation to the scholarly
literature. Finally, the limitations of the study will be recognised, and a conclusion from
our results will be drawn.

5.1. Theoretical Understanding of the Core Category

Theories and conceptual frameworks explaining how collegial relationships can
facilitate retention tend to either view collegiality as a job resource that enhances mo-
tivation and engagement (e.g., work-stress models) or emphasise the importance of
congruence of values between teachers and their schools and colleagues (e.g., person-
organisation fit). Although useful for examining retention, these theories do not fully
capture the components of the underlying social and relational processes observed at
the school. The job embeddedness theory provides a framework for understanding
how the core category and its underlying processes may facilitate teacher retention.
The job embeddedness construct represents a broad constellation of organisational, psy-
chological, social and financial influences that encourage the probability of employee
retention in organisations [62]. Job embeddedness is assessed by three aspects of the
employee-organisation relationship: links, fit and sacrifice. Links refer to the formal
or informal connections between an individual and an organisation, whereas fit refers
to the employee’s perceived compatibility or comfort with their job and surrounding
environment. Sacrifice refers to the perceived forfeiture of social, psychological and
financial benefits that the employee might incur if they were to leave the organisa-
tion. The job embeddedness construct is upheld by several theoretical mechanisms
which provide explanations for why employees are less likely to leave their jobs if
they are embedded within them [63]. The theory states that individuals can be embed-
ded in different ways and that it is the overall degree of embeddedness that facilitates
retention rather than specific elements of embeddedness. It goes beyond other theo-
ries by providing a framework for understanding the social processes that facilitate
embeddedness through its links to teacher social capital [63]. Teacher social capital
provides a framework for understanding the resources that can be accessed through
social relationships, thus illuminating the potential outcomes derived from being em-
bedded in this protective professional community [64]. Teacher social capital can be
defined as:

The wealth of relationships that are embedded in teachers’ meaningful interac-
tions with peers inside and outside of groups, that contribute to trusting relation-
ships which promote learning and a sense of belonging, shape shared languages
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and understandings, and give access to new knowledge and information that
encourage creativity and career advancement [64] (p. 3).

The literature has associated social capital with several positive teacher outcomes [64],
and the inability to harness teacher social capital has been highlighted as a factor con-
tributing to the difficulties hard-to-staff schools face in retaining qualified teachers [4].
Interpreting our results from these theoretical viewpoints may suggest that teacher re-
tention for ‘at-risk’ teachers at this school was facilitated by collegial embeddedness and
access to teacher social capital. The collegial embeddedness, reflected by the processes
that encultured this protective community, was the means to how teachers learned and
assimilated the norms, practices and culture in the teacher community. Taking part in
these processes may have strengthened the teachers’ links by encouraging meaningful
relationships and collaboration. The relational process in which culture bearers culti-
vated staff cohesion could be understood as a way to influence the teachers’ perceived
fit at the school. The teachers described how being embedded into this protective com-
munity yielded several beneficial outcomes, such as a sense of security and belonging,
well-being, relational resilience and professional learning. As these teacher outcomes
were derived from meaningful social interactions, it may indicate the acquisition of
teacher social capital. As such, it seems that the more teachers were embedded into this
protective professional community, the more teacher social capital they were able to
acquire and utilise. Therefore, it is plausible that the combination of collegial embedded-
ness and access to teacher social capital could lead to teachers perceiving the sacrifice,
i.e., opportunity cost, of leaving as too high, which could subsequently facilitate their
decision to remain at the school [63].

5.2. Contribution to Research

We acknowledge the uniqueness of the presented deviant case and that our find-
ings are based on a small sample of ‘at-risk’ teachers from one school that possesses
the characteristics of a hard-to-staff school. However, we believe that it would seem
short-sighted to disregard the nuance that our results add to our understanding of the
potential protective factors that can facilitate teacher retention in hard-to-staff schools
beyond this category of teachers. Our core category is in line with findings from previ-
ous studies demonstrating the protective properties collegial support has for teacher
retention [24,25,65]. However, our results provide additional nuance by suggesting that
the balancing of supportive and constrained expressions of collegiality may play a role
in influencing teacher retention in these schools. These processes appeared to facilitate
meaningful relationships, which enabled teachers to mobilise their resources through
collaborative behaviours. Previous research has shown that the presence of trusting
relationships influences the formation of teachers’ collegial networks [24] and teachers
views on collegiality [21] and may reflect active caring [66], which can further the emo-
tional and professional understanding between teachers and provide the impetus for
teacher collaboration [20]. It also aligns with previous studies showing that resilient
teachers in hard-to-staff schools engage in resource-building to support and enrich them-
selves as practitioners [67] and studies associating resilience with teacher retention [68].
The expressions of constrained collegiality were described as a hierarchically driven
relational process, underpinned by teacher authority, that resembled a blend of what
Hargreaves [69] referred to as contrived collegiality and that of arranged collegiality
proposed by Klette [70]. Whereas arranged collegiality can be viewed as a form of
nudging that instigates collaborative behaviours through the bringing together of teach-
ers under common norms and a sense of shared responsibility, contrived collegiality
captures the other end of the spectrum wherein collaboration is imposed, which creates
a degree of inflexibility and diminishes teachers’ discretionary judgement [71]. The
teachers’ narratives capture both ends of this collegial spectrum as this relational process
seemed to intersect positive peer pressure and peer-induced compliance. Although
social hierarchies have been reported to be a constraining factor for the formation of
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social networks [72], studies have found that hierarchies can also be supportive of the
formation of social ties between teachers [24]. Hargreaves and Fullan [73] also acknowl-
edged that some degree of constrained expressions of collegiality may be required to
establish collaborative cultures.

The message that seems to emanate from our findings points to the need to further
our understanding of the underlying processes that constitute the protective properties
of collegial support for teacher retention and tentatively suggests steering away from
simplistic interpretations of collegiality. One could argue whether the findings of a
unique positive deviance case can be applied to other schools in general. For instance,
to what extent are these categories applicable to any school employing collegial work
procedures? We argue that the success of any collegial work procedures is dependent
upon the local context and culture that is “stuck in the walls”. In line with previous
studies, we argue that successful organisational practices are dependent on whether
the local organisational routines, structures and conditions are congruent with ideas
held by the organisation’s members [74,75]. Our inquiry also identified structural
features of the school as a facilitator of social interaction that augmented the protective
element of this teacher community. The supposition that spatial features are inherently
involved in the constitution and reproduction of social interaction [76] has been applied
in studies highlighting the importance of spatial features for the development of teacher
communities [77], collegial relationships [24,78] and knowledge exchanges [79]. It could
be fruitful to view this interaction as a form of social materiality, which Dale [80] (p. 651)
described as a concept ‘whereby social processes and structural processes are viewed as
mutually enacting’. The relational-spatial model also involves viewing space and social
processes as mutually enacting and is a promising concept of space that can enable the
exploration of how space, teaching and social relationship structures are intertwined
in schools and interact to influence school and teacher cultures [81]. However, more
research is needed to fully understand the interaction between spatial features and
social processes in schools. Larsson & Löwstedt [82] show, for example, that it is only
when the design of the staff room is consistent with the dominant idea of what is
best for the student’s learning that the design becomes significant for teachers’ work
in classrooms.

5.3. Limitations

Although this study was based on a positive deviant case, the size of our study
sample could be viewed as a limitation. However, our exclusion criteria was influenced
by our acknowledgement of the nuances of teacher turnover as evidence points to
staffing difficulties in specific subjects and in specific types of schools [83]. As such,
focusing on this subset of teachers represents a targeting of the true shortage areas, which
can be of interest to the research literature and policymakers. We also acknowledge that
the age of our sample could be viewed as a limitation as it is possible that the nearing of
retirement age could influence teachers ‘horizon for action’ and thus their decision to
remain [84]. The research design could also be viewed as a limitation as it does not enable
us to infer causality. However, the purpose of our inquiry was not to infer causality but
rather to highlight and explore a positive deviant case by examining the associations
that underlie the observed positive deviance. It is possible that other contextual factors,
such as selective recruitment based on person-organisation fit, also may play a role in
teacher retention at the school [18]. The absence of a student perspective could also be
viewed as a limitation. However, our inquiry is geared towards teacher retention and
incorporating a student perspective would represent an intersection of teacher quality
and teacher retention [85], which is beyond the scope of the present study. We do,
however, acknowledge the need to urge careful interpretation of the results with regard
to the possible association with student outcomes.
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6. Conclusions

The teachers, in this case study, attributed their decision to remain at their school
to being embedded in a protective professional community that was enculturated by
different expressions of collegiality. These different expressions of collegiality provided
teachers with teacher social capital which subsequently further embedded them into
their school. The present study provides insight into how protective teacher commu-
nities can be encultured and the processes that can promote teachers’ enculturation.
However, more research is needed to investigate the various expressions of collegial-
ity. Social network analysis could be useful for delineating nuances of teacher colle-
giality and for exploring how teachers are influenced by and leverage teacher social
capital [86]. This can further the understanding of how nuanced expressions of colle-
giality interact to foster a sense of belonging and resilience that can help teachers stay at
their school.

Lastly, our study demonstrates how positive deviant cases can be a useful tool
that can help stop the revolving door of teachers coming and going from hard-to-staff
schools. Our results suggest that hard-to-staff schools should pay attention to the
social infrastructure and social ecology of support as it can help teachers improve, feel
more effective and remain at their school [25,87]. Although our inquiry was geared
towards teacher retention, our findings also pave the way for additional considerations
of how far the protective elements of this teacher community extend. Does it also
encompass the students, and can it contribute to their learning and well-being? It
also leaves us wondering how protective communities interact with the intentions of
curricular policies in terms of how they can shape the enactment of curricular policies
in the local school environment. Moreover, although the data did not point to support
from the school leadership being a dominant stand-alone category in the teachers’
narratives, our results do provide some indication for a contributory role of the school
leadership in the emergence and sustaining of this protective community. Although the
expression of constrained collegiality appears to contribute to the protective element
of this community, there is also a risk of it leading to factionalism and exclusionary
behaviours. It is a question of balancing these various expressions of collegiality, and
it would be interesting to explore the moderating role of the school leadership in this
balancing act. Furthermore, we are left to wonder: what type of school leadership could
benefit these kinds of teacher communities?
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