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Abstract

This study tested how well Fishbein and Ajzen’s Theory of Reasoned Action 
predicted the attitudes and morale of urban teachers in high poverty schools 
under the pressures of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). NCLB forced 
local administrators to target schools that had not made adequately yearly 
progress (AYP) for two or more consecutive years. Teachers from 4 schools 
in an urban school district in Southern Illinois were surveyed under the 
scope of the theory of reasoned action. Quantitative and qualitative results 
were analyzed to determine that the pressure of NCLB adversely affected 
teachers’ morale.
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Background

Public Law 107-110, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), was signed into 
law in January 2002. A core principle of the act was to ensure that all students 
are able to read and do mathematics at grade-level or above by 2014 (Building 
on Results: A Blueprint for Strengthening NCLB, 2007). Currently, the Act 
mandates the measurement of academic progress of all students in reading, 
mathematics, and science. Schools are required to raise the achievement of 
students each year and to eliminate the achievement gap by race, ethnicity, 
language, and special education status or face severe sanctions. With NCLB 
currently under consideration for reauthorization, many researchers, politi-
cians, education agencies, school administrators, and teachers are focusing 
on the positive and negative outcomes of the policy which is in its sixth year.

Review of Current Literature
The following literature review cites the results of the most recent studies of 
NCLB. The review features studies focusing on varying aspects of the effect 
of NCLB on urban high-poverty schools and/or schools with a high percent-
age of students from diverse backgrounds.

In Promise or Peril? NCLB and the Education of ELL Students (2008), 
researchers studied the implementation of NCLB in school districts and 
schools with large enrollments of English language learners (ELL) and immi-
grant students. Included in the findings is the assessment that the wide 
variation among districts in the type of test used to measure ELL proficiency 
was disturbing particularly in light of the ramifications of districts’ use of 
inappropriate tests to measure ELL student progress in acquiring English 
language skills.

Research at Rice University and the University of Texas–Austin (McNeil, 
Coppola, Radigan, & Heilig, 2008), analyzed the accountability policy in 
high-poverty high schools in a major urban district to determine whether 
NCLB created more equitable educational success for minorities and stu-
dents in high-poverty urban schools. The study determined that disaggregation 
of student scores by race does not lead to greater equity, but puts the poor, 
ELL, African American, and Latino children at risk of being “pushed out of 
their schools” (p. 2).

In Volume I of a series of reports from the National Longitudinal Study of 
No Child Left Behind (2007), researchers at the RAND Corporation investi-
gated the relationship between participation in the Title I school choice 
and supplemental educational services options and student achievement. The 
report analyzed data by using student-level data from nine large urban school 
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districts. Key findings from the study confirmed that participation in Title I 
school choice and supplemental educational services options was highest in 
elementary grades. African American students had the highest rate of partici-
pation, compared to other racial/ethnic groups, in Title I supplemental educational 
services and an above-average participation rate in school choice. Hispanic 
students, Limited English Proficiency (LEP) students, and students with dis-
abilities also had high participation rates. Students in supplemental educational 
services experienced positive achievement effects.

In Volume II of the report from the National Longitudinal Study of No 
Child Left Behind (2007), researchers from the RAND Corporation investi-
gated the process that states, districts, and schools have made implementing 
the teacher and paraprofessional qualification provisions of the NCLB Act 
through 2004-2005. One finding of the study was that the percentage of teach-
ers who are not highly qualified under NCLB is higher for special education 
teachers, teachers of LEP students, and middle school teachers, as well as for 
teachers in high-poverty and high-minority schools.

In Volume III of the report from the National Longitudinal Study of No 
Child Left Behind (2007), researchers from the RAND Corporation described 
the process that states, districts, and schools have made in implementing the 
accountability provisions of NCLB through 2004-2005. Among many key 
findings, the researchers reported that 13% of the nation’s schools were iden-
tified for improvement in 2004-2005. Those schools were reported most likely 
to be high-poverty, high-minority, large, urban schools to which historically 
received Title One funds.

In a study that compared post-NCLB trends in reading and math achieve-
ment with pre-NCLB trends among different racial and socioeconomic groups 
of fourth and eighth graders from across the nation and states, The Civil 
Rights Project at Harvard University (2006) noted NCLB’s lack of progress 
toward closing the achievement gap. Among the findings, it was reported that 
NCLB did not assist the nation in narrowing the achievement gap. More 
specifically, the racial and socioeconomic achievement gap in the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading and math achievement 
persisted after NCLB. It was predicted that if the current trend continues, the 
proficiency gap between advantaged White and disadvantaged minority stu-
dents will not close by 2014.

Purpose of the Study
This study tested how well Fishbein and Ajzen’s Theory of Reasoned Action 
(1975) predicted the attitudes and morale of urban teachers in high-poverty 
schools under the pressures of the NCLB Act and making Adequate Yearly 
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Progress (AYP) on state standardized tests. Enacted with the purpose of 
increasing student achievement and to diminish the achievement gap 
among students of varying backgrounds, NCLB has forced local adminis-
trators to target schools that have not made AYP for two or more consecutive 
years. The effect of such scrutiny has been studied and rep orted widely. 
However, very few studies have focused on the influence of such pres-
sures on the morale and motivation of the teachers in urban, high-poverty 
schools. This study surveyed teachers from four schools in an urban school 
district in Southern Illinois under the scope of the theory of reasoned 
action (TRA).

Methodology
Theory of Reasoned Action

The TRA, as developed by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), was utilized to ana-
lyze quantitative and qualitative surveys completed by teachers currently 
teaching in urban schools. In TRA, a person’s behavioral intention is the 
single best predictor of whether or not the person will engage in a behavior. 
Behavioral intention is stated to be determined by a person’s attitude toward 
the behavior and subjective norms. A person’s attitude toward a behavior con-
sists of beliefs about the outcomes and whether the outcomes will be favorable 
or unfavorable. Perceived favorable outcomes for a behavior increases the 
likelihood the person will engage in the behavior. The subjective norms 
are the social pressures an individual perceives he or she faces as a result of 
the behavior (Park, 2000).

Applying TRA involved assessing three components: (a) behavioral 
intention, (b) attitude, and (c) subjective norms. Within this study, the 
behavioral intention is defined as facilitating the academic achievement 
of urban public school students on state standardized tests. The attitude of 
the teachers is his or her beliefs regarding high-stakes testing and is there-
fore influenced by the subjective norms of pressures to make AYP and 
other accountability factors associated with NCLB. The intention of pre-
paring students for achievement on standardized tests is guided by the 
teacher’s attitude toward high stakes testing. The subjective norms, “the 
person’s perception that most people who are important to him or her think 
he should or should not perform the behavior in question,” (Fishbein & 
Ajzen, 1975) consist of the viewpoints of the school site administration, 
the school district, the state, the local community, and the media (see 
Figure 1).
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Description of Sample Population
School District Description

The school district where the sample population was collected is located on 
the perimeter of a large urban city. With a total enrollment of more than 
4,000 students, it has an 86.6% low-income rate and a mobility rate of 26%. 
The racial/ethnic background of the students enrolled in the school district is 
89.5% Black (Interactive Illinois Report Card, 2008). Almost 62% of the 
students tested in the district in 2007 met or exceeded standards on all subject 
areas compared to 74% of all students in the state of Illinois meeting or 
exceeding state standards in 2007. Of the teaching staff, 83.4% are White and 
16.6% are Black. The district was identified for District Improvement accord-
ing to the AYP specifications of the federal NCLB Act for the 2007-2008 
academic school year. Each of the eight of the schools in the district qualifies 
for Title One services. Almost 25% of the Title I funded schools in the dis-
trict are in School Improvement Status as defined by the federal No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001.

Description of Participating Schools
The participating schools consisted of two elementary schools, one middle 
school and one senior high school. The enrollment at each of the elementary 
schools was more than 300 students for the 2006-2007 school year. A larger 
percentage of the elementary students met or exceeded state standards as com-
pared to the school district on state-mandated standardized tests (71% and 
81%). During the 2007 school year at the middle school, of the 985 students 

Attitude:
Teacher beliefs about
NCLB

Subjective Norms:
viewpoints of
principal, district,
state, local
community, & media

Teacher
Behavioral
Intention 

Figure 1. Theory of reasoned action applied to the influence of high-stakes testing
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enrolled, 62% met or exceeded standards. Lastly, with more than 1,200 stu-
dents enrolled, only 23% of the students at the high school met or exceeded 
standards (Interactive Illinois Report Card, 2008).

Description of Participants
A total of 42 participants completed the initial qualitative survey. There were 
6 participants at the elementary level, 23 participants at the middle level, and 
12 participants at the high school level. A greater quantity (54) completed the 
quantitative survey: elementary level (n = 10, 18.5%), middle level (n = 34, 
62.9%), high school level (n = 10, 18.5%). Most quantitative participants 
(64.8%) had undergraduate majors in education, with specialties such as 
elementary education (n = 16), special education (n = 10), physical education 
(n = 4), secondary education (n = 3), and education (n = 2). One third of the 
teachers had master’s degrees, and one teacher held the doctorate. Most 
(74.1%) were women. The participants’ teaching experience at current grade-
level ranged from 1 to 33 years, with a mean of 7.48 (SD = 6.17). Including 
experience at other levels, their total teaching experience had the same range, 
but with a higher mean of 9.41 (SD = 6.24). The grades they taught ranged 
from Kindergarten to 12the grade, and 68.5% had tenure in their district 
(Pryor et al., 2008).

Data Collection and Analysis
The application of the TRA involved a two-stage data collection and analysis 
process: Qualitative belief elicitation and analysis of belief elicitation using 
evaluative scales.

Qualitative
For the qualitative analysis, open-ended response format questions were 
administered to 42 participants to obtain their beliefs. Qualitative methods 
were used to apply Fishbein’s Theory of Attitude Formation and Change. At 
the qualitative stage of belief elicitation, there were 42 teachers. Six of these 
were at the elementary school, 23 at the middle school, and 13 at the high 
school.

The teachers were asked the following questions:

1. When you think about your current work as an educator, what are 
the things you like about your work? (Please number each different 
thing);
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2. When you think about your current work as an educator, what are 
the things you dislike about your work? (Please number each dif-
ferent thing); and

3. What instructional practices have you changed in the past five 
years? (Please number each different thing, but if you have not been 
teaching for five years, please skip this item).

Administrators were asked a version of the teacher questions with the exc-
eption of question number three being phrased as: What administrative practices 
have you changed in the past five years?

The responses to these questions were content analyzed into a set of mod-
ally salient attribute belief statements. The developers of the theory (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1980, p.70) offer three guidelines for deciding how many beliefs to 
include in the final set of salient beliefs that represent the outcome beliefs of 
the group being investigated: (a) a given frequency (e.g., the 10 or 12) of the 
most frequently mentioned beliefs, (b) the beliefs mentioned by a given per-
centage (e.g., 10-20%) of the belief elicitation subsample, and (c) a given 
percentage (e.g., 75%) of all beliefs elicited. Using five beliefs (more than 
10% of the subsample) as a criterion would have resulted in including 75.6% 
of all beliefs. As this was a pilot study, and due to the small accessible popu-
lation in this district, all beliefs elicited from at least four respondents were 
included in the final set. This generated a total of 21 beliefs, which was 
84.8% of all beliefs elicited.

As described by Pryor et al. (2008), these qualitative data were content 
analyzed into a set of modally salient attribute belief statements. Ajzen and 
Fishbein (1980, p. 70) offer three guidelines for deciding how many beliefs 
to include in the final set of salient beliefs that will represent the beliefs of the 
group being investigated: (a) Include a given frequency (e.g., the 10HZ or 
12HZ) of the most frequently mentioned beliefs, (b) Include the beliefs stated 
by a given percentage (e.g., at least 10% or 20%) of the belief-elicitation 
subsample, and (c) Include a given percentage (e.g., 75%) of all beliefs 
elicited.

Because this was a pilot study, and due to the small obtainable population in 
this district (especially at the elementary level), all beliefs elicited by at least 
four respondents were included in the final set of attribute beliefs (Pryor et al., 
2008). This resulted in a total of 21 beliefs, 84.8% of all beliefs elicited.

Quantitative
The second step in applying the theory is quantitative. The 21 attribute 
belief statements were attached to two sets of bipolar scales. Evaluative 
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scales measured the strength and direction of evaluation of each attribute. 
Probability scales measured the strength and direction of the likelihood that 
each attribute was an aspect of the respondent’s work. These beliefs theoreti-
cally underlie attitude toward one’s work, or morale (Pryor et al., 2008). 
Pryor et al. (2008) described how a bipolar probability scale was used to 
measure the teachers’ beliefs on the degree to which NCLB had either a posi-
tive or negative influence on teaching and learning in their schools. Two 
direct measures of morale, (a) now and (b) five years ago, provided a pretest-
posttest of teacher morale before and after the implementation of NCLB. 
For the secondary teachers, the sanctions associated with failing to make AYP 
were included. A total of 10 demographic items completed the instrument. 
Quantitative data were analyzed by correlation, T2 tests, and two-tailed t-tests.

Results
Qualitative Question Number One: When You  
Think About Your Current Work as an Educator,  
What are the Things You Like About Your Work?

Three very apparent themes emerged when analyzing the responses for the 
first question. Also, of the teachers who responded, 90% referred to the 
students when answering the question regarding what they like about their 
work.

Theme number one: Teachers indicated they gain great satisfaction in making 
a difference in the lives of students and witnessing the moment when stu-
dents actually understood a concept.

• “seeing a student’s eyes brighten when they fully understand a 
concept”

• “I love watching children grow and seeing the light turn on when 
they have achieved academic goals.”

• “Students are truly excited about learning when presented materials 
in a new or life learning ways.”

• “when students understand an idea (the light bulb goes on) and they 
display the joy of understanding”

• “I even enjoy the struggles because it makes me smile to see the 
metaphoric light bulb go on inside their brain. Their eyes say, ‘I’ve 
got it!’”

• “watching the sparkle in eyes of students that are learning and enjoy-
ing new things”
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Theme number two: Theme number two also centered on the students. 
Teachers expressed they take pleasure in working with students in general. 
Teachers didn’t emphasize a particular moment or describe a specific kind of 
student, but emphasized a profession where they have the benefit of working 
with children.

• “I love the variety of personalities in my classroom. All the students 
bring a unique attitude to my learning environment.”

• “I enjoy the daily interaction with students.”
• “My students; helping each one achieve as much as they can from 

the moment they walk in my door the first day of school to the last.”
• “I love the students—reaching out to teach them the way they learn best.”
•  “I really enjoy getting to know the kids and their likes and dislikes. 

They are always fun and it keeps class fun and interesting.”

The two final, and less apparent themes, that were noticeable when analyzing 
responses to what teachers like about their work centered on the curriculum 
and/or colleagues. Teachers expressed gratification in creating lessons and 
studying their subject matter. Teachers also expressed satisfaction in working 
with colleagues and collaborating among departments/grade levels.

• “working with others in my department to continually revise and 
upgrade the curriculum”

• “using new strategies from a variety of sources to enhance 
curriculum”

• “sharing with my fellow teachers”

Qualitative Question Number Two: When You Think  
About Your Current Work as an Educator, What are  
the Things You Dislike About Your Work?

Theme number one: The most common and the most written theme among 
all three levels focused on the pressures of test-driven instruction and high 
stakes testing. Teachers discussed displeasure with the effect of “teaching to 
the test” on instruction and student motivation and achievement. A few of the 
comments included:

• “Test driven instruction—hard to find ways to present materials to 
keep students motivated.”
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• “The pressure placed on the district and teachers regarding testing 
affects students.”

• “Students miss out on key concepts because they are practicing for 
tests.”

• “Students are way to pressured about tests.”
• “Teaching to the test—It seems as though learning/teaching aren’t 

the focus, the Tests are!”
• “The pressure put on testing for the students and the teachers.”
• “Too much pressure on test scores.”
• “We cannot enrich. Everything is judged as to how it applies to the 

test.”
• “State goals and tests seem to be driving force not students needs. 

We are losing the things that make learning fun and interesting.”
• “That we are constantly threatened with state take over because of 

the performance of our students over one test.”
• “NCLB standards and pressure gets old.”

Theme number two: The second most common theme was that of the need 
for more parental involvement. This theme was evident at the elementary, 
middle and senior high schools. A few of the representative statements were:

• “Parents don’t support their child’s education.”
• “The parents need to be more helpful at home. Most, but not all, don’t 

even check their child’s homework. With more help from home and a 
better home life, it would help make our job at school better.”

• “Parents who are never available and never show up. I have 160 stu-
dents and only three showed at my last parent/teacher conference.”

Theme number three: The third theme, discipline, was more evident at the 
middle and senior high schools than at the elementary school. Many middle 
and senior high school teachers discussed their frustration with the behavior 
issues they experienced daily and how such issues interfere with instruction.

• “working with students who are disrespectful to themselves and 
others regularly”

• “having to tolerate repetitive disruptions of unruly students repeatedly”
• “the same disruptive students”
• “dealing with constant and consistent discipline issues”
• “angry students ready to fight”
• “Some students have lost the respect a teacher deserves. Some stu-

dents lost their motivation in their schoolwork and outlook on life.”
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Theme number four: Teachers at each level discussed their frustration 
with teaching students who were academically performing years below their 
grade level. This theme emerged through comments on ability levels and teacher 
remediation efforts.

• “NCLB Act did not take into consideration how far behind some 
students already were when they started this. Example, some stu-
dents were four years behind academically according to standardized 
tests. . . ”

• “testing standards that do not take into consideration where a child 
was the beginning and only worry about (the) grade level”

• “trying to teach high school level material to students who are at late 
elementary grade level ability”

• “some (students) have a hard job retaining the knowledge or relat-
ing it to other concepts or problems”

• “students who come to me below average/level and having to make 
decisions about their academic future (retaining, placing, etc.)”

Other themes that emerged related to what the educators disliked about 
their work included the immense amount of paperwork required. Teachers 
mentioned that it detracted from their ability to focus on curriculum cre-
ation and planning instructional strategies. Teachers also felt frustration 
with being pressured to teach a fast-paced curriculum with all testing con-
cepts being covered before the testing date. Lastly, a few teachers lamented 
on the lack of enrichment and/or extra curricular activities available for 
students due to the focus on the tested subjects. One middle school teacher 
commented, “We do not give our students any creative or artistic learning 
opportunities.”

Qualitative Question Number Three: What Instructional  
Practices Have You Changed in the Past Five Years?
Question number three was a required response for teachers who had taught 
for five or more years, which correlated with the year NCLB was originally 
enacted (2002).

Therefore, 58% of the subjects responded to question number three, indi-
cating a teaching career extending beyond 5 years.

Two themes appeared when reviewing the responses to this question. The 
first theme centered on the change in teaching strategies over the last 5 years. 
Teachers responded they have changed their strategies to include more stu-
dent centered instruction.
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• “In the past five years I have changed from lecturing to student 
involvement and total response.”

• “more cooperative learning; less lectures; consistent student feedback; 
incorporate different teaching strategies into weekly instruction”

• “bringing in more hands-on, active activities”
• “partner tutoring; small group-cooperative learning groups”
• “I have taken extra classes to keep my educational techniques updated. 

I have incorporated more word problems or current real life situations 
within each unit.”

• “more engaged learning”
• “I have changed the types of questions that I ask. Students must 

explain ‘why’ they are doing steps in math.”
• “more student involvement”
• “more hands-on guidance of learning in my lower-level classes”

Theme number two: Teachers indicated they were teaching a curriculum 
that had narrowed to include only those skills that were tested on the state 
standardized test.

• “Test taking skills are taught on a daily basis.”
• “Most of the day is focused on reading and math. I have cut out a lot 

of time working with science and social studies.”
• “Some curriculum was squeezed out due to NCLB regulations.”
• “Much more class time preparing for (tests).
• “I forgo teaching things not directly related to (the test). . . ”
• “Listing state goals; filling wall space with state testing preps; teach-

ing towards the test, not curriculum.”
• “move at a faster pace to cover required material; teaching toward 

the test, and not to the curriculum; some interesting concepts get left 
out; fun stuff”

Quantitative Results
The second phase of the study involved a 47 item teacher opinionnaire. The 
subjects were asked to rate things on a scale of their likelihood (agree or 
disagree) or to evaluate them (good or bad) on a scale of 1 to 6. The first 
segment of the survey addressed findings from three measures: (a) self report 
of perceptions about NCLB’s influence in “my school”, (b) self report of 
morale 5 years ago (when NCLB became law), and (c) self report of percep-
tion of morale today.
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The second segment of the survey focused on the strength of teachers’ beliefs 
about their work as 21 different attributes, and their evaluations of each of 
those attributes. Given that this was a pilot study with a relatively small 
sample size, differences in which alpha was p < .10 were reported.

The teachers reported only a minimally negative view of the influence of 
NCLB on teaching and learning in their schools with a mean score of –0.72 (see 
Table 1). However, in comparison to morale 5 years ago, the reported morale 
from the survey was higher, possibly suggesting a negative influence of NCLB.

The teachers of NCLB-tested subjects had more negative views of 
NCLB’s influence in comparison to the teachers of nontested subjects (see 
Table 2). There was a larger gap between the morale 5 years ago and the 
morale now of teachers of NCLB-tested subjects in comparison to teachers 
of non-NCLB-tested subjects. Teachers of NCLB-tested subjects also had 
more teaching experience.

A statistical difference was shown when comparing attributes of the teach-
ers of high school NCLB-tested subjects to those of middle school teachers 
of NCLB-tested subjects (see Table 3). The high school teachers had more 
negative views of the influence of NCLB. Their morale 5 years ago was 
much higher than it was when the study was completed in comparison to 
middle school teachers of NCLB-tested subjects. The high school teachers 
also had more teaching experience than the middle school teachers at the cur-
rent grade and more total years of teaching experience.

The perceptions of teachers with at least 5 years teaching experience were 
compared to those with less years of teaching experience (see Table 4). This 
comparison resulted in the largest group of statistical differences in the study. 

Table 1. Respondents’ Scores on Main Variables

Variable M SD

Belief that NCLB has had positive effect on teaching and 
learning in my school

-0.72 1.69

My morale five years ago  1.96 1.30
My morale now  1.48 1.75
Years of teaching experience: current grade  7.48 6.17
Years of teaching experience: other grades  1.89 2.42
Years of teaching experience: total  9.41 6.24

Note: Belief and attitude scales were scored from +3 (extremely likely or extremely favorable) 
to –3 (extremely unlikely or extremely unfavorable) through a neutral midpoint of zero. Positive 
scores indicate belief in a statement or a favorable attitude; negative scores indicate disbelief 
in a statement or an unfavorable attitude. NCLB = No Child Left Behind.
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Table 2. Differences Between Teachers of NCLB-Tested Subjects and Other 
Teachers

Testeda Otherb

M SD M SD

Differences in mean scores
Belief that NCLB has had positive effect on 

teaching and learning in my school
–1.03 1.64 –0.30  1.66

My morale five years ago  1.93 1.36  1.91  1.28
My morale now  1.14 1.81  1.78  1.65
Differences in number of years
My teaching experience—current grade  7.82 7.22  6.22  3.39*
My teaching experience—other grades  2.53 2.27  1.05  1.65*
My teaching experience—total 10.35 7.09  7.33  3.88**

Note: Tested subject areas were English (or reading or literacy), math, natural Science, or “all 
subjects.” Differences between means were not statistically significant except as indicated. 
NCLB = No Child Left Behind.
a. N = 29.
b. N = 23.
*p < .05. **p = .070.

Table 3. Differences Between Teachers of NCLB-Tested Subjects: Middle and 
High School

 Middlea Highb

 M SD M SD

Belief that NCLB has had positive –0.47 1.73 –1.70 1.49* 
effect on teaching and learning in my school

My morale five years ago 1.76 1.37 2.44 1.01
My morale now 1.65 1.67 0.70 2.06
Years of teaching experience: current grade 7.43 4.94 10.20 10.93
Years of teaching experience: other grades 1.45 1.98 1.90 2.60*
Years of teaching experience: total 8.93 5.33 12.10 9.50

Note: Differences between means were not statistically significant, except as indicated. 
NCLB = No Child Left Behind.
a. N = 34.
b. N = 10.
*p < .05.

Teachers with less than 5 years’ experience had more negative perceptions of 
the influence of NCLB and a lower morale than the teachers with more than 
5 years teaching experience.

 at Ebsco Electronic Journals Service (EJS) on May 22, 2011eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com/


464  Education and Urban Society 42(4)

A comparison was also made between teachers who completed graduate 
study (n = 35) and those who held only bachelor’s degrees (n = 19). The teach-
ers with bachelor’s degrees had more unfavorable views of the influence of 
NCLB than those who completed graduate study. The teachers who completed 
graduate work had higher morale, both when the study was completed and 5 
years previously. They also had more experience at their current grade, at other 
grades, and in total than the teachers who completed a bachelor’s degree only. 
The differences between means, however, were not statistically significant.

Attributes of Work: Beliefs and Evaluations
This section reported on the actions taken on the beliefs and evaluations that 
theoretically underlie morale. It represents the degree to which the strength 
of teachers’ beliefs that their work possess 21 different attributes and their 
evaluations of each of those attributes. A comparison was made between 
teachers from the elementary level and those from the secondary level in an 
attempt to determine ways pressure from NCLB affected each group differ-
ently. There were no significant between-group differences on the major 
variables of the study except on experience at the current teaching level where 
elementary teachers had a mean of 4.9 years, whereas secondary teachers had 
a mean of 8.16 years (p < .05; see Table 5).

As previously reported in Pryor et al. (2008), the 10 elementary teachers 
held stronger beliefs that most of the attributes were apart of their work in 

Table 4. Differences Between Experienced Secondary Teachers and Other 
Secondary Teachers

 Experienceda Otherb

Variable M SD M SD

Belief that NCLB has had positive effect –0.49 1.82 –1.55 0.82* 
on teaching and learning in my school

My morale five years ago 2.14 1.25 NA NA
My morale now 1.59 1.79 0.27 1.27*
Years of teaching experience: current grade 8.89 6.36 2.73 1.01**
Years of teaching experience: other grades 2.37 2.58 0.45 0.82**
Years of teaching experience: total 11.27 5.94 3.18 0.60**

Note: Experienced teachers were those with five or more years’ experience. Differences 
between means were significant as indicated. NCLB = No Child Left Behind.
a. N = 37.
b. N = 11.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Table 5. Mean Scores of Elementary and Secondary Teachers on Belief Strength 
and Evaluation

Belief Evaluation

Attribute of Work Elem. Sec. Elem. Sec.

I have the pressure of state mandated 
testing

 2.90  2.55* –0.90  0.68*

I have an effective administration  2.40  0.65**  2.80  1.93**
I deal with paperwork  2.70  2.50 –0.40  1.05
I get curriculum guides and goals for 

students
 2.60  2.34  2.50  1.57**

My students have differ personalities 
and opinions

 2.70  2.36  1.90  1.68*

My students have a great variety of 
ability levels

 2.80  2.48†  0.80  1.77††

I work with students  3.00  2.64**  2.90  2.14**
I have challenges & opportunities for 

creativity
 0.80  1.74  1.80  1.93

I have special education students in 
class

 2.80  2.23  1.00  1.75

State testing limits providing review/
enrichment

 1.40  1.35 –1.50  –0.84

I have discipline problems  1.90  2.48 –1.50  –1.32
I have access to useful technology –1.00  1.02**  1.90  1.55
My students’ parents not involved in 

education
 1.30  2.23 –2.50  –0.16**

I work with fellow teachers  2.70  2.52  2.30  1.84
I help students  2.70  2.48  2.80  2.05*
I have students who don’t care about 

learning
 1.60  1.53 –2.80  –1.34**

I teach my curriculum  2.20  1.95  0.60  1.63***
There are negative opinions of my 

school
 0.60  2.07** –1.10  –0.20

I have “aha” moments when students 
“get it”

 2.00  2.36  2.90  1.93**

I make a difference in students’ lives  2.30  2.25  2.60  2.20
I have large classes  0.80  2.09 –1.70  –0.86

Note: There were 10 elementary teachers and 44 secondary teachers.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p = .050. †p = .059. ††p = .056.

comparison to the 44 secondary teachers. The 44 secondary teachers held 
stronger beliefs in seven of the listed attributes. The elementary teachers eval-
uated the attributes more favorably, than the secondary teachers, except on 

 at Ebsco Electronic Journals Service (EJS) on May 22, 2011eus.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eus.sagepub.com/


466  Education and Urban Society 42(4)

nine attributes. T2 tests determined that there were significant (p < .001) over-
all differences between the groups and t-tests examined the significance 
of differences on individual items. There were five significant between-
group differences on belief strength. There were nine significant between-group 
differences on evaluation.

Discussion
Previous research on teacher concerns indicated the sources of dissatisfaction 
among teachers at all levels centered on basic issues: the teacher’s ability to 
maintain discipline and control over the classroom, the teacher’s ability to effect 
sufficient academic achievement or progress, the teacher’s capacity to satisfy 
the expectations of the educational institution, and the teacher’s ability to 
adjust to inadequate facilities or supplies (Gorrell, Bregman, & McAllister, 
1985). The culture of the elementary school and the culture of the secondary 
school have different behaviors, patterns, rules, and rituals, and each help to 
construct a different kind of learning community for students and teachers 
(Coke, 2005). Research has shown that teachers have different expectations 
for student behavior and social skills depending on the level (Lane, Pierson, & 
Givner, 2003). A study by Nias (1989) found that primary (elementary) school 
teachers felt work in classrooms couldn’t be fully satisfying as long as there 
was a conflict between what they want to achieve with and for their students 
and the nature of their schools as organizations. The findings of Poppleton 
(1988) suggested this may also be true in secondary schools. An earlier study 
by (Gorrell et al., 1985) revealed elementary school teachers reported signifi-
cantly higher levels of stress than secondary school teachers.

From the study, 11 attributes that there were significant between-group 
differences are discussed in the following three sections: (a) possible influ-
ence of NCLB, (b) possible influence of school, and (c) possible influence of 
teachers’ perceptions of students.

The Influence of NCLB on Teacher Perceptions and Morale
When analyzing the results, it became apparent that the elementary teachers 
perceived they felt the pressures of NCLB more than the secondary teachers. 
This perception caused a negative contribution to their morale. Elementary 
teachers had a fairly negative evaluation (M = –1.50), midway between slightly 
negative (–1.0) and quite negative (+2.0). Secondary teachers had a notice-
ably less negative evaluation (M = –0.84). This attribute, therefore, made a 
larger negative contribution to the morale of elementary teachers than of 
secondary teachers. There are many factors that may have influenced the 
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elementary school teachers’ perception of the pressures from NCLB and the 
resulting sate-mandated testing. As part of an ongoing study of the impact of 
NCLB, the Center on Education Policy (2008) conducted an analysis of 
2006-2007 survey data on the amount of instructional time devoted to spe-
cific subjects. Most districts in the study increased time for elementary school 
English language Arts (average 43%) or math (average 32%) and substan-
tially decreased time for other subjects including social studies, science, art, 
music, and physical education. This may contribute to the perception by ele-
mentary school teachers of the negative impact of NCLB.

In addition, Hargreaves (1994) stated that care is connected to ownership 
and control in the elementary school. He reported that teachers tend to think 
of their students as family, and they see themselves as head of the household. 
Elementary school teachers were reported to be student-centered as opposed 
to subject/content-centered; they support the self-actualization of their stu-
dents (Pryor, Sloan, & Amobi, 2007). As Johnson (1990) notes, elementary 
teachers are more likely to establish bonds by working with the same group 
of students throughout the day. They teach a limited number of students all 
subject areas, as opposed to the secondary teachers teaching one subject area 
to many students. Ahola-Sidaway (1988) concluded elementary schools were 
like families. The nurturing environment of many elementary school class-
rooms coupled with instructing the students in all subjects can lead to more 
perceived ownership of the results of the high-stakes testing and a perception 
that they are primarily responsible for poor test results, while secondary 
teachers perceive the students as primarily responsible.

The Influence of the School Culture and Climate  
on Teacher Perception and Morale
The elementary teachers evaluated the effectiveness of their administration 
more favorably than secondary teachers, resulting in more positive contribu-
tion to their morale. This could be the result of the structural differences between 
elementary schools and secondary schools. Hargreaves (1994) described sec-
ondary schools as an immense scale of cultures with specialization patterns 
and bureaucratic complexities. Lieberman and Miller (1992) stated, “More 
than the elementary school, the secondary school is a complex organization; 
it is more bureaucratic, more formal, and more difficult to negotiate” (p. 38).

The attribute of having access to curriculum guides made a larger positive 
contribution to the morale of the elementary school teachers than to the morale 
of the secondary teachers. The elementary school teachers evaluated having 
access to the curriculum guides significantly more favorably. This difference 
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is understandable considering the stereotype of elementary school teachers 
being “child centered” and secondary teachers being “subject centered” which 
would result in the elementary school teacher appreciating the use of guides 
for the vast curriculum they must teach. Lieberman and Miller (1992) stressed 
the main concern for the elementary teacher is to establish routines in the 
school day that offer stability and patterns.

When analyzing the attribute of having access to useful technology, it was 
determined that the elementary teachers evaluated having access to useful 
technology less favorably than the secondary teachers. This resulted in a more 
negative contribution to elementary teachers’ morale.

The Influence of Teachers’ Perceptions of Students on Morale
When considering the structure of the elementary school, is was not surpris-
ing teachers believed more strongly that they worked with students, and they 
evaluated working with students more favorably, resulting in larger positive 
contributions to their morale. Knowles and Brown (2000) asserted that the 
secondary school culture is similar to that of a factory model of schooling. 
Also, Smedley and Willower (1981) found that control of the students and 
classroom in elementary schools was more humanistic and control in second-
ary schools was more custodial. Similarly, the elementary school teachers 
held the belief that their students had different personalities and opinions 
more strongly than the secondary teachers. This attribute made larger posi-
tive contributions to the elementary teachers’ morale than to that of the 
secondary teachers. In support of this finding, researchers have established 
that elementary school students feel a part of the school neighborhood, estab-
lish connections that are based on relationships and therefore, have closer ties 
to teachers, classmates, and administration (Coke, 2005). Elementary teach-
ers also believed more strongly they helped students. The attribute of a belief 
in helping students resulted in a larger positive contribution to the morale of 
elementary school teachers. Lieberman and Miller (1992) reported a focus 
for secondary teachers was to assist students in negotiating a culture con-
trolled by bells, forms, and procedures and therefore, often feel that they are 
police of the school and therefore, order often comes before instruction. They 
also noted that once secondary students entered a classroom, the teachers 
change their focus quickly and abandon the students and instruction from the 
previous class and give attention to the subject and individuals in that class 
period.

Lastly, secondary teachers believed more strongly that their students’ par-
ents were not involved in the educational process. Research has shown that 
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the level of parental involvement in the education of children declines as the 
child advances through the educational system (Epstein, 1995). Although 
elementary and secondary teachers both evaluated the attribute of nonin-
volvement negatively, the elementary teachers evaluated it more negatively. 
The attribute made a larger negative contribution to the elementary teachers’ 
morale.

Conclusion and Recommendation
This study established that the pressure of NCLB adversely affected teachers’ 
morale. Undue emphasis is placed on state-moderated testing and the other 
aspects of the curriculum are neglected. The effect of this development on 
the learner, the teacher, the curriculum, and the school system is unconstruc-
tive. This study has demonstrated the pressures of NCLB have made a negative 
contribution to the morale of both the elementary and secondary school 
teachers. Even though it was more noticeable among elementary school 
teachers than among secondary school teachers, it is clear that the each group 
of teachers experienced pressure that accrued from NCLB.

While estimating the influence of school culture and the climate on the 
teacher’s perception and the morale, the elementary school teachers had 
more positive contributions to their morale than the secondary school teach-
ers. While considering the influence of teacher’s perceptions of students on 
morale, the elementary school teachers perceived NCLB as having more 
positive contributions to their morale than the secondary school teachers.

The findings of this study have many implications for the teaching pro-
fession. Being unique with a focus on those at the core of education and 
schooling, the recommendations and results should be critically assessed. 
The pressures felt by teachers in high-poverty schools should be addressed in 
order for the teaching profession to prosper. It is recommended that strategies 
and policies are enacted so teachers in high-poverty schools feel free to 
enrich the curriculum with student-centered activities throughout the year 
rather than continuously narrow the curriculum to focus solely on test-centered 
strategies and a curriculum that is narrow in focus. The question of a student-
centered curriculum or a test-centered curriculum will determine the future 
of the teaching profession.
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