
http://er.aera.net

Educational Researcher 

DOI: 10.3102/0013189X08324091 
 2008; 37; 330 EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHER

Christopher Day, Pam Sammons and Qing Gu 
 Effectiveness: From Integration to Synergy

Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methodologies in Research on Teachers’ Lives, Work, and

http://edr.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/37/6/330
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published on behalf of

 http://www.aera.net

 By

http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Educational Researcher Additional services and information for 

 http://er.aera.net/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://er.aera.net/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.aera.net/reprintsReprints: 

 http://www.aera.net/permissionsPermissions: 

 at SAGE Publications on March 10, 2009 http://er.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://www.aera.net
http://er.aera.net/cgi/alerts
http://er.aera.net/subscriptions
http://www.aera.net/reprints
http://www.aera.net/permissions
http://edr.sagepub.com


Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methodologies
in Research on Teachers’ Lives,Work,and Effectiveness:
From Integration to Synergy
Christopher Day, Pam Sammons, and Qing Gu

The authors of this article discuss how a mixed-methods research team

designed and conducted a 4-year study (Variations in Teachers’ Work

and Lives and Their Effects on Pupils) that tracked 300 teachers in 100

schools in England over a 3-year fieldwork period. The authors discuss

processes that led to new knowledge. Although mixed methods are

becoming more popular, few published accounts describe in detail how

researchers have moved beyond the use and integration of mixed 

methods to arrive at more synergistic understandings. The advantage of

synergistic approaches is their consideration and combination of a

greater range of data, resulting in more nuanced, authentic accounts

and explanations of complex realities.

Keywords: commitment; integration and synergy; mixed methods;

professional life phase; teacher effectiveness

Almost 20 years ago in the pages of this journal, Gage
(1989) made a wide-ranging critique of the “paradigm
wars” between those who extolled the so-called reliability

and objectivity of quantitative research and those who saw more
validity in the “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) and “subjectivity”
(Peshkin, 2000) of qualitative research, on the grounds that under-
standing why people behave as they do in various situations is as
important as describing what they do. He maintained that research
programs that grow out of one perspective only tend to “illuminate
some part of the field . . . while ignoring the rest . . . and that . . . [t]he
danger for any field of social science or educational research lies in its
potential corruption (or worse, trivialisation) by a single paradigmatic
view” (Shulman, 1986, p. 4). Since then, mixed-methods approaches
have gained favor as an alternative to the exclusive reliance on either
a positivist (quantitative) or a metaphysical (qualitative) orientation
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Mixed-methods researchers tend
to eschew the “paradigm incompatibility” distinctions1 of those who
assert fundamental conflicts between quantitative and qualitative
research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).

In his discussion of the implications of an integrated method-
ology for the social sciences, defining “paradigms” as “the con-
sensual set of beliefs and practices that guide a field,” Morgan

(2007) asked what would happen if “quantitative researchers paid
more attention to the incredible range of hypotheses that quali-
tative researchers have generated for them? And what if qualita-
tive researchers spent more time exploring the range of
phenomena that quantitative researchers have sought to define
and test?”(p. 49). Integrated methodology, he suggests, is a “third
way” for researchers, which “moves beyond technical questions
about mixing or combining methods” and beyond combinations
of quantitative and qualitative research techniques for pragmatic
purposes (as outlined by Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

The VITAE Study

The study on which this article is based, Variations in Teachers’
Work and Lives and Their Effects on Pupils (VITAE), was com-
missioned by the English Department for Education and Skills
(DfES, since renamed the Department for Children, Schools and
Families) on the basis that “any attempts to sustain initiatives aimed
at raising standards in schools and classrooms and to retain high qual-
ity teaching are unlikely to succeed without a more comprehensive
understanding of teacher effectiveness, its complex configuration and
its antecedents” (DfES Tender No. 4/RP/173/99, pp. 6–7).

Although the project research team was independent of gov-
ernment, the design itself had to relate to the contractual require-
ment that “teacher effectiveness should be assessed in relation to
outcomes” and that “robust and reliable quantitative data, and
in-depth qualitative data from a representative sample of Local
Authorities [LAs, the equivalent of school districts] and schools
should be collected.” Raudenbush (2005) suggests that although
discussion about the use of mixed-methods research in education
generally is important in itself, it takes on additional significance
when such methods are used “in the service of a newly dominant
research agenda that seeks to evaluate claims about the causal
effects of interventions aimed to improve teaching and learning
in . . . classrooms” (p. 25). This study was not intended to serve
a policy research agenda, nor did it attempt to evaluate any inter-
ventions; nevertheless, it was certainly conducted in the context
of the high government priority of raising standards in teaching
and student attainment. The project specification included a
focus on measurable student attainment but not to the exclusion
of a wide-ranging investigation aimed at a more holistic, nuanced
understanding of teachers’ work and lives. It is important to note
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that the steering group set up by DfES to oversee the project did
not seek to impose a cause-and-effect agenda on the research
team. Indeed, rather than seeking simplistic cause-and-effect rela-
tionships, the researchers used mixed methods to investigate (a)
a range of direct and indirect contributory influences on teach-
ers’ perceived effectiveness; (b) how the teachers managed these
influences in various personal, professional, and policy contexts;
and (c) whether there were associations between (a) and (b) 
and the measurable progress and attainment of the students
under study.

It is not our intention in this article to discuss the results in
detail. This has been done elsewhere (Day, Sammons, Stobart,
Kington, & Gu, 2007). We will refer to the results only briefly,
where appropriate. Our intention here is to demonstrate how
conceptual and methodological integration led to synergistic
understandings that enabled the discovery and delineation of key
findings that were both more enlightening and more robust than
would have been the case if one method or another had domi-
nated. These will be discussed in terms of two new findings in the
English context:

1. Teachers in later phases of their careers are more vulnera-
ble to losing their sense of commitment.

2. Students of teachers in positively stable or upward profes-
sional or life phase trajectories are more likely to attain aca-
demic results at, or above, the level expected, regardless of
school context.

Through the discussion of these findings we seek to illustrate how
we moved from conceptual and methodological integration—in
which the qualitative and quantitative were, by the dictionary def-
inition of the term, “mixed and combined to form a whole”—to
synergy, in which their interaction produced further hypotheses
that led to new, unanticipated conceptualizations, which in turn
created findings “greater than the sum of their separate effects”
(Compact Oxford English Dictionary, 2005, online version).

Previous Research on Teachers’ Work, Lives: 
The Nature of Effectiveness

Although there are now numerous mixed-methods studies across
the professions, our study’s literature review confirmed the
absence of any previous large-scale, longitudinal, mixed-methods
project on teacher effectiveness that had attempted to combine
qualitative and quantitative measures to establish associations
between the lives and work of teachers and their perceived and
measured effectiveness.

Value Added and Its Limitations

A review of the international literature (Day et al., 2006) revealed
that previous research in the area of teachers’ lives and work 
and that on school effectiveness and improvement, leadership, and
teachers’ effectiveness had been carried out largely in parallel, but
that there had been no tradition of dialogue among those who 
carried out the research. “Effectiveness” studies, driven as they are
by largely quantitative data collection and analysis, have been criti-
cized as being inadequate for explaining how and why internal and
external conditions may influence outcomes and for explaining

the relative extent of their effects (for example, see the recent dis-
cussion in Educational Researcher by Amrein-Beardsley, 2008).
McCaffrey, Koretz, Lockwood, and Hamilton (2004) conducted
a major review for the RAND Corporation that investigated the
use of value-added modelling to measure teacher effectiveness in
relation to the theme of accountability in education. In noting the
suggestion in recent literature that teacher effects on student learn-
ing are large, that they persist over several years, and that they
account for a significant proportion of variation in growth,
McCaffrey et al. draw attention to a range of technical and
methodological difficulties related to the estimation of teacher
effects. We agree with their cautions about the use of value-added
modelling of teacher effectiveness for accountability purposes. In
VITAE we used it as only one source of the data that we incorpo-
rated in the mixed-methods teacher case studies. In particular, we
collected value-added measures over a period of several years and
used confidence intervals to explore the statistical significance of
any differences identified for individual teachers.

One major quantitative study that illustrates some of the
potential strengths of value-added approaches to the research on
teacher effectiveness is that by Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain
(2005). The study explored differences in teacher effectiveness in
promoting Texas students’ reading and mathematics achieve-
ments using multiple cohorts and grades. It revealed large differ-
ences among elementary school teachers in their effects on
student achievement and concluded that differences in teacher
“quality” (as defined solely by variations in effectiveness in pro-
moting student progress) were more important than reductions
in class size. The study also highlighted the existence of substan-
tial within-school variation in teacher effectiveness. Although
methodologically innovative, this study focused on within-school
variation in teacher quality (narrowly defined) and ignored vari-
ation across all schools. Thus, as the authors noted, the study is
likely to have underestimated the extent of overall variations in
teacher effectiveness. The authors conclude that factors such as
education and experience account for little of the variation in
teacher effectiveness. In addition, they note that, because of its
purely quantitative focus, the study was not able to investigate in
any detail the other influences on teacher effectiveness that a
mixed-methods approach might address (as we seek to illustrate
in this article, using examples from VITAE that develop the con-
cept of Professional Life Phase).

Whereas many school and teacher effectiveness studies have
limited value because they engage with large-scale samples by
means of remote methods (e.g., questionnaire surveys, collection
of student test scores), much qualitative research, in contrast, is
either too fine grained and small-scale to be generalizable or else
focuses on only one aspect while excluding others. Moreover,
there is little empirically based knowledge of the combinations of
professional, personal, social, and psychological contexts and cir-
cumstances that enhance or diminish teacher effectiveness over
the course of a career.

An ongoing study of various pathways into teaching in the
New York City schools, known as the Complex by Design study
(Boyd et al., 2006), has a large-scale, complex, mixed-methods
design that demonstrates how mixed methods can provide fuller
insights into the study of effectiveness. The authors “see the value
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of using student achievement data in large-scale studies of teacher
effects, even as [they] acknowledge their limitations” (p. 163).
This view is in line with the approach adopted in designing
VITAE. However, the Complex by Design study has research
purposes different from those of VITAE: It focuses on how teach-
ers build and maintain—or do not maintain—their effectiveness
over the course of their careers. Thus it was designed to avoid
conflating the effects of teacher experience, which it achieves by
modelling school-by-grade and school-by-year fixed effects in its
multilevel, value-added, quantitative strand, thus ensuring that
first-year teachers are compared with other first-year teachers, and
so on. The Complex by Design study does not advocate the use
of value-added approaches to make “consequential decisions
regarding individual teachers” (p. 163) but rather, like VITAE,
illustrates how value-added data can provide an important ele-
ment for the exploration of factors that influence teacher effec-
tiveness in a wider mixed-methods design. Because of its different
purposes (the focus on pathways, teacher attrition and retention,
and differences in the kinds of schools that teachers choose), the
Complex by Design research does not address some of the areas
of interest to VITAE related to personal, professional, and other
factors (e.g., within-school support, forms of leadership, and col-
leagues), which are likely to affect teachers’ perceived and relative
effectiveness over time. The present article illustrates how,
through mixed methods, VITAE was able to illuminate such
interconnections.

Conceptualizing Teacher Effectiveness in the
Research Design of the VITAE Study

The VITAE project sought first to develop a distinctive theoretical
position and then to translate it into the project design, using (a) a
combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches; (b) inte-
gration of these approaches in relation to data collection, data
analysis, and data interpretation; and (c) synergy among the inte-
grated analyses to reach a holistic understanding of associations
between components of and influences on teachers’ work and lives
and their effectiveness.

The preliminary thinking—based on our own experiences and
review of the literature on teachers’ lives, work, and effectiveness—
led to the creation of an initial broad conceptual map of the main
ideas: issues and debates that seemed to relate to teacher effective-
ness. At that time, the relationships among the issues themselves
remained unconnected, partly because the kind of holistic research
that would enable this process had not been carried out previously,
and partly because any associations would be more powerful if based
on the emerging empirical data.

The initial conceptual framework was based on a model (Figure
1) in which teacher effectiveness was considered central and was
understood to relate to student attitudes, achievements, and attain-
ments and to be affected by policy, students, and personal and prac-
tice factors (including school leadership and culture).

After the analysis of an initial large-scale survey of teachers in
seven school districts, conducted to help select a sample for the
case studies and the first round of interviews with the teacher
sample (discussed in more detail later), it became clear that teach-
ers’ selves should be seen as central to a consideration of variation
and effectiveness. A second conceptual framework grounded in

the emerging empirical data was, therefore, developed, with
teachers’ identities and professional life phases viewed as key fac-
tors that might moderate their commitment and effectiveness
(Figure 2).

Methodology

In designing a methodology for the 3-year fieldwork study of a
sample of 300 elementary and secondary teachers in 100 govern-
ment schools, we addressed five key challenges:

1. How to define effectiveness
2. How to “measure” the effectiveness of teachers of different

ages, genders, and experience levels working in different
school phases and contexts

3. How to identify and assess variations in effectiveness
within individual teachers

4. How to identify and assess variations in effectiveness
between individual teachers

5. How to identify, differentiate among, and assess the sig-
nificance of key factors associated with variations in teach-
ers’ effectiveness

Initial Sample

Figure 3 outlines the sample design. An initial survey was con-
ducted across a large number of schools (the total population in
seven Local Authorities/School Districts), and it assisted in the
identification of 100 schools and 300 teachers for more detailed
study. We deliberately chose to focus on following the same
teachers over 3 successive years, with measures of student out-
comes (academic and affective) relating to three successive classes
or cohorts (teaching groups), so that the issue of change over time
could be explored using student outcome measures, students’
own views, and teacher perceptions and accounts in interviews.

The school sample was chosen to cover a range of attainment
and social advantage/disadvantage profiles. Because the project
specification had demanded quantifiable data on student attain-
ment, we decided to focus on teachers of classes of students aged
7, 11, and 14 (Grades 2, 6, and 9) so that links could be made
with students’ national assessment results collected in what the

Student
Attitudes to

Learning

Student
Attainment

Student
Achievements
(Long Term)

Teacher
Effectiveness

Self: Biography, Career,
Self-Efficacy, Locus of

Control 

Policy Reform:
Conditions of Service,

Expectations, Standards,
Beliefs, Values

Students: Motivations,
Ability, External Social

Influences 

School/Department:
Culture, Leadership,

Classroom Organization/
Teaching/CPD

FIGURE 1. Hypothesized initial model of factors contributing
to variations in teacher effectiveness. CPD = continuing
professional development.
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government regards as different key stages (age 11 primary, and
age 14 secondary).

The teacher sample was selected to ensure representation in
the following categories: age, experience, gender, subject special-
ization (English and math at secondary level), and length of ser-
vice. The teachers were located in schools that represented a range
of geographical locations (urban, suburban, rural), socioeco-
nomic status (high to low disadvantage),2 schools in terms of stu-
dent key stage attainment testing, and student mobility. The
spread of schools and teachers was broadly in line with the
national profiles, although with some oversampling of teachers in
schools that serve highly disadvantaged communities (the pur-
pose of the oversampling was to account for expected higher rates
of teacher attrition; Day et al., 2007).

Qualitative and Quantitative Data Collection 
and Analysis

The main qualitative data collected were from semistructured,
face-to-face interviews (supplemented at various stages of the
research by document analysis) and interviews with leaders,

groups of students, and others (Table 1). The data were collected
and analyzed in an iterative and evolving process consistent with
the use of grounded theory methods (Glaser, 1992; Strauss,
1987). For example, guided by a critical examination of the lit-
erature, an initial questionnaire for teachers was developed. The
analysis of data collected from this questionnaire led to the devel-
opment of interview schedules and further follow-up interviews.
Group interviews with students from the classes of 30 (10%) of
the participating teachers were also used to follow up on findings
from the student attitudinal questionnaire.

Thus the construction of teacher case studies, the prime focus of
the study, used three main sources of data: interviews, teacher and
student questionnaires, and annual student assessment data. Case
studies were developed for all 300 teachers, a process that involved
qualitizing quantitative evidence, quantitizing qualitative evidence,
and integrating the two (followed by a consequent synergistic inter-
pretation). This interactive combination of data collection, ongoing
analysis, tentative hypothesis generation, and testing and interpre-
tation of results (see Day et al., 2006, for an account of this process)
provides greater mapping, analysis, interpretation, and holistic

INTERNAL/ 
EXTERNAL 
FACTORS 

Students 
Policies 
Practice 
Schools 
Life Events 
Values 

PROFESSIONAL        IDENTITIES 
LIFE PHASE 

Commitment
Agency 

Resilience 
Life-Work Management 

Well-Being 

TEACHERS’ SELVES

EFFECTIVENESS

Perceived
and

Measured

Short Term

Medium Term

Long Term

FIGURE 2. Teachers’ selves as factors influencing effectiveness.

Questionnaire to all
teachers of Grades

2 and 6 in all primary
schools

Questionnaire to all
Grade 9 teachers in
all math and English
departments in all
secondary schools

Primary schools = 75
Teachers (150)
Grade 2 = 75
Grade 6 = 75

Students = 4,500

Secondary schools = 25
Teachers (150)

Grade 9 math = 75
Grade 9 English = 75

Students = 4,500

LA
Audit

Selection of seven
LAs, representative
in terms of student
attainments and

rural/urban
socioeconomic
disadvantage

INITIAL SAMPLE
(Phase 1)  

CASE STUDY
SAMPLE
(Phase 2)

FIGURE 3. Summary of sampling design. Students’ views were collected by a survey of a class or a teaching group of students for each
teacher for 3 successive school years. LA = local school authority or school district.
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understandings of the research area than would be gained by rely-
ing on a single paradigm or approach (Tashakorri & Teddlie,
2003).

In addition, narrative interviews were used to explore teach-
ers’ perceptions of their effectiveness and of the various factors
that they felt had shaped their effectiveness over the course of
their careers of variable length, as well as over the 3-year research
fieldwork period. Teachers were asked to construct a timeline
indicating critical influences on their perceived effectiveness look-
ing back over their career histories. They recalled turning points
in their professional and personal lives—key moments and expe-
riences that had had a significantly positive or negative impact on
their effectiveness, as perceived by the teachers themselves and/or
measured by value-added student attainment data. This retro-
spective element enabled us to gather the range of information
needed to address all of the complex and potentially interrelated
issues and concerns of the study and to provide a detailed and
methodologically rigorous account of variations in teachers’
work, lives, and effectiveness over the short and long terms.

The main data concerning perceived effectiveness were col-
lected through twice-yearly, semistructured, face-to-face inter-
views with case study teachers.3 In addition, measures of teachers’
relative effectiveness were derived from statistical analyses of stu-
dents’ progress and attainment by matching baseline test results
at the beginning of the year with students’ national test results at
the end and exploring the influence of student background char-
acteristics for three successive cohorts. This enabled residual esti-
mates of differences in the relative “contextual value added” to 
be calculated, using multilevel models (Goldstein, 1995) that
included adjustment for individual student background factors
such as age, gender, ethnicity, whether English was an additional
language, special educational needs status, and free school meals
(FSM) eligibility, as well as prior attainment (Schagen &
Schagen, 2003; see McCaffrey et al., 2004, for an in-depth dis-
cussion of the use of value-added analysis). Table 2 shows the

number of students, classes, teachers, and schools in the value-
added analyses of teacher effectiveness.4

Using these qualitative and quantitative data, we constructed
detailed, holistic profiles of teachers’ work and lives over time to see
if patterns emerged over a 3-year period in perceived and relative
effectiveness and, if so, why (Day et al., 2006). The results from the
quantitative, multilevel analyses of teachers’ relative effectiveness
were conducted independently at first but later were incorporated
into the initially independent qualitative analyses of teacher profiles.
These analyses were then used as one of several important elements
in subsequent qualitative analyses to help explain more fully the
potential influences on variations in effectiveness. New insights from
the emerging grounded analyses also provoked investigation of
appropriate literature on emergent themes (particularly teachers’
well-being and identity). Discussion of this integration of data by the
mixed-methods team (not the integration itself) led to the identifi-
cation of two key features of teachers’ work and lives—professional
life phase and identity—which together contributed, positively and
negatively, to variations among teachers. Discussion of the interac-
tion between these features led to hypotheses about their association
with teachers’ perceived effectiveness and, later in the research process,
hypotheses about an association between teachers’ commitment and
their relative effectiveness (measured by value-added analyses).

We now use two claims that emerged from the research to
illustrate the process of moving first to methodological integra-
tion and then to conceptual and methodological synergy.

Two Claims

Claim 1: Teachers in later phases of their professional lives
are more vulnerable in terms of commitment.

The mixed-methods approach enabled us to make connections
between teachers’ perceived and relative effectiveness. Seeing these
connections generated new understandings about relationships
between teachers’ phases of experience and levels of commitment.

Table 1
Data Collection Methods

Focus Method Participants

Teachers Questionnaire survey Grades 2, 6, and 9 (math and English) teachers in all schools in 
the sample LAs 

Semistructured interview 300 case study teachers
Hierarchically focused interview 300 case study teachers
Narrative approach interview and 300 case study teachers

teacher worklines
Telephone interview 300 case study teachers

School leaders Semistructured interview Head teachers, department heads, key stage leaders
Students Baseline and outcome measures: Grades 6 and 9 (math and English) students in classes or teaching

NFER tests in English and groups by ability (Grade 9) taught by case study teachers
mathematics 

National test data Grades 2, 6, and 9 (math and English) students
Attitudinal survey Grades 2, 6, and 9 (math and English) students in classes or 

teaching groups by ability (Grade 9) taught by case study teachers
Focus group interview Subsample of Grades 2, 6, and 9 (math and English) students

Note. LA = local school authority or school district; NFER = National Foundation for Educational Research.
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Rating teachers’ perceptions of commitment. Much previous research
suggests, like VITAE, that teacher commitment is important
because it is a significant factor in teaching quality, teachers’ capac-
ities to adapt successfully to change, teacher retention, and student
attitudes and learning outcomes. Commitment has been defined
in the literature as teachers’ degree of psychological attachment to
their profession (Chapman, 1982). Commitment to teaching
reflects commitment to the school as much as to students and sub-
jects, and it is a key influencing factor in the identity and perfor-
mance effectiveness of teachers (Bryk, Valerie, & Holland, 1993;
Kushman, 1992). Its outward expression is to be found in teachers
who are motivated and who believe that they can make a difference
in the learning and achievement of their students. We therefore
developed a series of interview questions that probed teachers’ per-
ceptions of their levels of motivation, sense of efficacy, and job sat-
isfaction in the profession, taking into account the perceived
impact of a range of personal, workplace, and professional influ-
ences. Taken together, teachers’ responses to these questions
formed a conceptual basis for us to assess their overall levels of com-
mitment to teaching.

By tracking teachers’ responses to these interview questions in
each of the 3 years of the study, the researchers rated their com-
mitment as low, medium, or high. At the end of the fieldwork
period, teachers were grouped on the basis of change or no change
in their overall levels of commitment, according to the analysis of
3 years of interview data. Pairs of researchers cross-checked their
judgments. In addition, the judgments of the researchers were
checked with teachers each year and at the end of the fieldwork
period.

Having validated our judgments of teachers’ overall levels of
commitment, we examined in more detail what the teachers said
about the nature of their work and home environments during the
fieldwork period. We analyzed the extent of personal and/or pro-
fessional support that the environments had provided, which had
or had not enabled the teachers to sustain their motivation, sense
of efficacy, job satisfaction, and thus commitment. Key personal,

professional, and workplace factors embedded in the contexts in
which the teachers worked and lived were entered into analytical
matrixes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The matrixes summarized
the data record for each teacher over the course of the research. The
impact of each factor was given a positive or negative weighting
(indicated by “plus” or “minus” in the Appendix, where we illus-
trate in list form the matrix record for one teacher). Each weight-
ing was based on researchers’ judgments of the nature of the events
reported by teachers. The weighting of a particular influence on all
teachers could be examined by looking down the columns, and the
relative importance of this influence on a particular teacher could
be examined by looking along the relevant row. By using this ana-
lytical approach, the qualitative analyses of teachers’ narrative pro-
files and other forms of qualitative data were summarized and
reported in quantitative form, which helped to clarify the overall
positive or negative conditions likely to shape teachers’ commit-
ment and effectiveness. A shortened narrative profile for Salman
(fictional name), a high school teacher, is illustrated in Figure 4.

Some teachers experienced both positive and negative events
during the fieldwork period. For example, an unexpected illness
would have placed the teacher under great strain at the time; how-
ever, a quick recovery from the illness, in conjunction with sup-
port from family and/or colleagues, would have helped promote
a favorable condition for sustaining the teacher’s sense of com-
mitment and effectiveness. We examined the positive and nega-
tive influences of such events on teachers against their reported
levels of commitment at the occurrence of these events, as well as
their overall levels of commitment during the lifetime of the
research. From these analyses we identified three teacher “com-
mitment” groups:

1. Sustaining commitment. Teachers who had sustained a high
level of commitment and self-efficacy (n = 189, 61%).

2. Sustaining commitment despite challenging circumstances.
Teachers who had sustained commitment and sense of effi-
cacy despite challenging circumstances (n = 39, 13%).

Table 2
Numbers of Students, Classes, Teachers, and Schools in the Multilevel Analysis

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 3
2002–2003 2003–2004 2004–2005

Grade/Stage Math English Math English Math English

Grade 2 (Key Stage 1)
Number of schools 66 66 52 52 69 69
Number of students 1,955 1,954 1,543 1,536 2,014 2,014

Grade 6 (Key Stage 2)
Number of schools 59 59 44 44 29 29
Number of classes 63 63 45 45 29 29
Number of students 1,232 1,235 935 934 612 612

Grade 9 (Key Stage 3)
Number of schools 16 17 18 13 17 13
Number of classes 43 49 43 29 28 19
Number of students 1,046 1,068 1,066 723 670 436

Note. The number of classes corresponds to the number of teachers.
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3. Declining commitment. Teachers who had suffered a declin-
ing sense of efficacy and commitment (n = 81, 26%).

Exploring relationships between teachers’ commitment and profes-
sional life phases. We then explored relationships between the
three commitment groups and the teachers’ professional life
phases, to find out whether there were marked differences in lev-
els of commitment between teachers in different phases of their
professional lives.

We found that teachers had common characteristics and con-
cerns within six professional life phases defined by number of

years of teaching: 0–3 years, 4–7 years, 8–15 years, 16–23 years,
24–30 years, and 31+ years. The division of the six phases was
grounded in our empirical data, collected and analyzed over the
3-year fieldwork phase of VITAE and informed by an extensive
review of previous studies on teachers’ careers and professional
development. The term professional life phase refers to the num-
ber of years that a teacher has been teaching. Although the num-
ber of years of experience usually relates closely to a teacher’s age,
some teachers have less experience than might be expected for
their age as a result of entering the field late or taking a career
break. Because in our study the number of teachers in certain

Narrative Profile of Salman 

Teacher

Salman (Secondary School) 

School context

Free School Meal: Band 4 

Student progress in each academic year (value-added results for students of this teacher) 

Cohort 1 (students in Year 1 of  fieldwork): Above Expectation
Cohort 2 (students in Year 2 of fieldwork): Above Expectation
(An explanation of these value-added results will be outlined in the following section.)  

Salman was in his early thirties and in the 8−5 professional life phase. He was Head of Maths in a  

school that served a highly disadvantaged community. He had been teaching Year 9 there for the last 3 

years, having previously served in one other challenging school with “difficult children.” He said he

worked long hours and was very confident that he was an effective teacher, deriving immense  satisfaction 

from his students’ excellent achievements on exams. He was also very satisfied with his classroom 

 behavior management skills. As head of department, he felt he had built an  effective team and encouraged

staff to used performance data to monitor and assess student progress. As a result of these positive student 

outcomes in challenging circumstances, his motivation and self-efficacy continued to develop.  

In our project value-added data, Salman’s students were in the “above expected” attainment group in 

both years, even when the ability level of the class and student prior attainment and background  factors

were taken into account. His students were performing at the highest levels of all those in his  team, and 

his department was doing well. He still got a “buzz” out of seeing  the positive impact  of his  teaching.  

Nonetheless, he felt his role as head of department had an adverse impact on his family life. He had not 

entered teaching for the money, but with children and a wife at home not in paid work, finances were a

concern. In the last  year of the project his wife’s sudden ill health had changed his priorities, and he

decided not to move on up the career ladder so that he could be more supportive at home.  He was

categorized as being in the “sustaining commitment” group, despite the challenging context, personal

circumstances, and a recent change in senior management that had “a demotivating effect.”

FIGURE 4. Shortened narrative profile for Salman, a high school teacher, based on his record in the analytical matrix (see Appendix).
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professional life phases was small for purposes of conducting fur-
ther quantitative analyses, we combined the six professional life
phases into three broad groups: early career teachers (0–3 and
4–7), middle career teachers (8–15 and 16–23), and late career
teachers (24–30 and 31+). This enabled the exploration of vari-
ations in teachers’ commitment levels according to these broader
professional life phase groupings.

Figure 5 shows that, using these methods, we found a relatively
greater decline in commitment among late career teachers. We also
found that teachers in their early years were, in relative terms, no
more or less committed than teachers in their middle years.

Thus analyses of variations in teachers’ commitment sug-
gested some difference among teachers in their early, middle, and
late careers, with the commitment of those in their late careers
more at risk. This finding, which was largely built on associations
between quantified qualitative data sets, led us to explore further
the relationships between (a) teachers’ commitment and per-
ceived effectiveness within various phases of their professional
lives and (b) the value-added measure of relative effectiveness
based on student progress and attainment data.

Claim 2: Students of teachers in positively stable or 
upward professional life phase trajectories (as judged by 
their perceived effectiveness and commitment) are more likely
to attain results at or above the level expected, regardless of
school context.

Measuring students’ progress and attainment. To measure students’
attainment and progress, we collected national assessment data as
outcome measures. Multilevel statistical analysis (Goldstein, 1995)
can provide quantitative measures of schools’ and teachers’ relative

effectiveness (for examples, see Ellet & Teddlie, 2003; Hill & Rowe,
1998; Palardy & Rumberger, 2008). We conducted multilevel sta-
tistical analyses of academic progress and attainment over 3 consec-
utive school years of separate student cohorts of classes or teaching
groups taught by the case study teachers. Each year, student is mod-
eled at Level 1 and teacher at Level 2 (primary).5 For the secondary
sample three levels (student, teacher, and subject department) were
modeled. Multilevel modelling can identify significant predictors at
the individual and teacher or school level and also produce value-
added scores—Level 2 residual estimates of teacher effectiveness—
that have been statistically adjusted to take such impact factors into
account. These teacher-level (Level 2) value-added estimates (resid-
uals) measure the difference between predicted and actual student
attainment. Each estimate is calculated with a degree of error mea-
sured by the associated statistical confidence limits (Goldstein,
1995). Prior attainment at the beginning of the academic year, indi-
vidual student characteristics (such as age, gender, eligibility for
FSM, English as an additional language, and special educational
needs status), school context (percentage of students eligible for
FSM), and average student attainment level of the class were
included in the value-added models estimating teacher effects to
provide adequate control for intake differences. These quantitative
analyses reveal important variations in teachers’ relative effectiveness
levels in all three grades (Grades 2, 6, and 9) and patterns of stabil-
ity and instability across the 3-year period (see Sammons 
et al., 2007).

Results were categorized into several “effectiveness” group-
ings, ranging from significantly below expectation to significantly
above expectation, using the confidence limits associated with the
individual residual estimates (Table 3). This strategy helped to
distinguish groups of teachers who were relatively less or relatively
more effective in promoting their students’ academic attain-
ments. Typical levels of teacher effectiveness were identified from
the “as expected” category (within +/–1 standard error). Students
of teachers in the “as expected” category had made progress in line
with that predicted across the whole sample, given their prior
attainment and other background factors. Teachers of such
classes, therefore, could be considered to be typical or average in
their effectiveness, neither relatively better nor relatively poorer
than the majority of teachers in the study.

Of the VITAE teachers, 243 had a value-added score for at
least one cohort, and 136 (56% of the sample) had a value-added
score for 2 years (2002–2003 and 2003–2004). To link the quan-
titative value-added data on teachers’ relative effectiveness with
the qualitative data sets, teacher effectiveness profiles were com-
pared for the relatively “more effective” and “less effective”
groups, as identified by the multilevel analysis. The criteria for
greater or lesser effectiveness included teachers who were above
or below expectation (“++” or “+” as compared with “−” or “−−”)
in either of the two main year cohorts.

Table 4 illustrates the value-added results for the Grade 6 sub-
group sample of teachers, with relative effectiveness classified over
3 years. We identified a group consisting of relatively more effec-
tive teachers (those with largely positive results and no negative
results in either or both of the 2-year cohorts) and a group of less
effective teachers (those with mainly negative results and no posi-
tive results over the 2 years). Other teachers had results in line with
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FIGURE 5. Teachers’ commitment by professional life phase.
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expectation in both years or mixed results. In order to facilitate fur-
ther integration with the qualitative data, we went on to classify
teachers into three broad groups in terms of whether they were rel-
atively more or relatively less effective than other teachers in the
study: (a) those who were relatively less effective, (b) those with
mixed effectiveness, and (c) those with typical or higher levels of
effectiveness. All of the groups were based on the confidence lim-
its associated with residual estimates derived from the multilevel
analysis. The larger group of teachers consisted of those with typi-
cal (as expected) or better than expected results. Thus this group
includes both average and above average teachers and can be dis-
tinguished from the groups whose students’ results were poorer
than expected or who had mixed results.

Exploring associations between teachers’ professional life phase trajec-
tories and student progress. The creation of teacher profiles and
analysis matrixes containing teachers’ own perceptions of effec-
tiveness and relative effectiveness defined by student attainment
was an important feature of the mixed-methods analysis strategy.
To link the quantitative value-added data on teachers’ relative
effectiveness with the qualitative data sets, teacher effectiveness pro-
files were compared for the relatively “more effective” and “less
effective” groups, as identified by the multilevel analysis. In con-
structing these profiles, we collected qualitative and quantitative
data separately and conducted initial analyses independently.

As discussed in the previous section, combined qualitative and
quantitative data sets detailed in teacher profiles were transferred
into teacher matrixes. The matrixes also provided a useful ana-
lytical tool to enable us to move beyond the initial integration of
data that identified teachers in terms of their perceived levels of
commitment across professional life phases to the identification
of three professional life phase trajectory groupings on the basis
of the similarities and differences in teachers’ perceived levels of
commitment and effectiveness within each professional life phase.
This methodological synergy was achieved by taking into account
the teachers’ self-reported current and anticipated levels of will-
ingness and capacity to manage (or not manage) personal, pro-
fessional, and situated influences on their work and lives.

The three professional life phase groupings included teach-
ers with (a) upward trajectories (these teachers were more likely
to enjoy career advancement with increased commitment and
sense of effectiveness); (b) stable trajectories (these teachers had
sustained a relatively moderate level of identity, commitment,
and sense of efficacy and were more likely to continue to cope
with or manage their work in their next professional life phase);
and (c) downward trajectories (these teachers suffered a declin-
ing sense of efficacy and commitment, which led to change 
of school or career). The relative number of teachers in 
each grouping corresponded to those in each commitment
grouping.

Table 3
Categorization of Teachers’ Relative Effectiveness Based on Contextualized and Value-Added Residuals

Significantly Below Below Above Significantly Above 
Expectation (−−−−) Expectation (−−) As Expected Expectation ( ++ ) Expectation ( ++++ )

95% chance the school or 68% chance the school or The school or class 68% chance the 95% chance the school 
class is performing class is performing performance is school or class or class is 
worse than expected worse than expected statistically as is performing performing better

expected better than expected than expected

Table 4
Illustration of Grade 6 Outcomes: Numbers of Teachers’ Classes Classified According 

to Student Progress, Using Value-Added Analysis Over 3 Years

Grade 6 (Key Stage 2)

Significantly Below Significantly Above 
Expectation Below Expectation Above Expectation Expectation

Cohort (95% Sig.) (−−−−) (68% Sig.) (−−) As Expected (68% Sig.) ( ++ ) (95% Sig.) ( ++++ )

Cohort 1
English 14 (22.2%) 7 (11.1%) 21 (33.3%) 7 (11.1%) 14 (22.2%)
Math 10 (15.9%) 11 (17.5%) 25 (39.7%) 7 (11.1%) 10 (15.9%)

Cohort 2
English 9 (20.0%) 1 (2.2%) 25 (55.6%) 1 (2.2%) 9 (20.0%)
Math 8 (17.8%) 5 (11.1%) 20 (44.4%) 5 (11.1%) 7 (15.6%)

Cohort 3
English 4 (13.8%) 3 (10.3%) 14 (48.3%) 3 (10.3%) 5 (17.2%)
Math 2 (6.9%) 6 (20.7%) 14 (48.3%) 4 (13.8%) 3 (10.3%)

Note. Sig. = Significance.
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We validated the three groupings of teachers’ professional life
trajectories through a blind check with teachers. We then correlated
them with the three groupings of teachers’ relative effectiveness (i.e.,
at or above expectation, below expectation, and mixed impact; the
last referring to a teacher’s varied positive or negative impact from
year to year) to explore, synergistically, the associations between
teachers’ commitment and their relative effectiveness. A statistically
significant association for the 2 years (Cohorts 1 and 2) for which
value-added data were available6 was found. Figure 6 illustrates the
findings for Cohort 2. Students of teachers in each professional life
phase who were sustaining or continuing to build their commit-
ment were more likely to attain value-added results at or above the
level expected, regardless of school context. Students of the minor-
ity (approximately a quarter) of teachers who were not sustaining
their commitment were relatively more likely to attain results below
the level expected (negative in value-added estimates), regardless of
school context. The association was by no means perfect, however,
and we do not claim a causal connection. Rather, we think the result
raises interesting avenues for further exploration of the association
in other contexts and with larger samples.

The significant statistical results in VITAE supported the quali-
tative analyses of variations in teachers’ work and lives. When inte-
grated, the data showed differences in commitment and effectiveness
between and across teachers in different phases of their professional
lives. Taken together, these linked findings shed new light on how
teacher effectiveness, commitment, and professional life phase inter-
act. They led us to further explore the relationships between teach-
ers’ professional life phase (early, middle, or late career) and relative
effectiveness. Again, we found statistically significant associations
that pointed to the three-way pattern of association between com-
mitment, professional life phase, and effectiveness (both relative and

perceived). These results further illustrate the way that the ongoing
analysis and reflection on the data moved from integration to syner-
gistic understandings (Day et al., 2007).

Discussion

Mixed Methods: Limitations and Benefits

A potential flaw of a mixed-methods approach is that the quan-
titative and qualitative elements of the research might be designed
and conducted separately and combined only at the stage of inter-
preting findings. VITAE, however, like other mixed-methods
projects, sought to integrate the various forms of data in an ongo-
ing and interactive way. The study faced various challenges,
including the inevitable time lag in obtaining and then analyzing
the cognitive outcome data before they could be added to the case
study profiles. Value-added measures can only provide relative
and retrospective estimates of teacher effectiveness because they
relate to past student performance and progress (Sammons,
1996). Because student attainment data became available and
were analyzed approximately 1 year behind interview data, this
inhibited concurrent dialogue between qualitative and quantita-
tive results, especially in the first 18 months of the research. In
addition, the capacity of NVivo (a computer program for quali-
tative data analysis) to handle the large amounts of data generated
for 300 case study teachers was found to limit the possibility of
both holistic interpretation of qualitative data and integration of
the quantitative. Therefore, we adopted a combined strategy of
creating teacher profiles and case studies and using a data matrix
of key elements and measures to investigate relationships, in addi-
tion to using NVivo data searches.

To protect teacher confidentiality, the value-added assessment
and student survey results were not fed back to individual schools.
Such feedback might have increased the response rate because of
interest in obtaining a picture of effectiveness and student views,
but it was equally likely to deter teachers from involvement in the
study because of concern that student results might be inappro-
priately used to judge their performance and might influence
their practice. We therefore developed an ethical code of conduct
to guide the study, whereby teachers and schools were assured of
anonymity and confidentiality. The longitudinal nature of the
research also posed some challenges with regard to the continu-
ity of project staffing and expertise and the difficulty of main-
taining the interest and participation of schools and teachers over
an extended (4-year) period. A further limitation of the study was
lack of funding for a proposed classroom observation component,
which meant that we were unable to explore variations in this
central dimension of teachers, work, and lives.

Despite the limitations, we experienced the considerable ben-
efits that come with teamwork. These included the development
of research relationships and understandings within the team,
which was spread across institutions and included members with
qualitative and quantitative predispositions, expertise, and 
experience. We held regular project workshops that focused on
building shared understandings of data analyses, interpretations,
and emergent themes. The building of genuine good will and
mutual support was a key factor in the processes of conceptual
and methodological integration and synergy. This process was

FIGURE 6. Associations between professional life phase
trajectories (perceived effectiveness and commitment) and 
relative effectiveness.
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possible only because team members were willing to move
beyond their own traditions of inquiry. The building of authen-
tic, sustained rapport with participating teachers and schools
through lasting relationships with particular researchers, along
with the ability to track changes in teachers’ perceptions and stu-
dents’ outcomes over several years, also were key strengths of the
project. We believe that, together, these were essential compo-
nents for identifying and understanding variations in teachers’
work and lives and the effects of these variations on students.
Methodological integration and synergistic understandings were
a critical aspect of that process.

Problematizing Teacher Effectiveness

The two claims highlighted in this article have been provided to
illustrate how the methodological integration and resulting con-
ceptual synergies were achieved. It has been our intention to share
the ways in which a mixed-methods design and its interaction with
existing and emerging conceptual understandings in the field led
to greater synergy of data. Figure 7 illustrates this process.

We do not assume that our experiences on the VITAE
research are unique. On the contrary, the experience of many
researchers suggests that consideration of mixed-methods
approaches needs to move beyond regarding them as suitable
only for pragmatic purposes. Morgan’s (2007) integrated “third
way” and Yanchar and Williams’s (2006) “soft incompatibility”
thesis, with its five guidelines for methods, both would apply to
our own research process.

Nevertheless, the processes by which new and initially unan-
ticipated theoretical and empirical understandings result from

mixed-methods research have rarely been documented. In our
project, the use of mixed methods enabled the development of
methodological integration and synergy that led to greater under-
standings of variations in teachers’ work and lives and of the rela-
tionships between those factors and the teachers’ effectiveness.

This outcome suggests that greater use and documentation of
mixed-methods approaches that seek to achieve conceptual and
methodological synergy are likely to advance the field. They can
make an important contribution to our understanding of the
nature of, influences on, and variations in teachers work, lives, and
effectiveness. The term variations itself implies that changing cir-
cumstances and contexts are likely to influence effectiveness, per-
haps in different ways, for different teachers in different schools.

Our initial assumptions about the phenomena we were inves-
tigating changed as a result of engaging in dialogical learning
processes. By means of ongoing inductive and deductive research,
methodological integration, and synergizing of the findings, we
were able to investigate associations among commitment, profes-
sional life phase, perceived effectiveness, and effectiveness in
terms of “value-added” student progress based on national assess-
ment scores. As a result, we were able to highlight complex asso-
ciations that were both empirically grounded and conceptually
coherent, thus avoiding oversimplified, inappropriate cause-and-
effect conclusions about such relationships.

Our findings of associations within and between the two
claims set forth in this article exemplify the strengths of integrated
analyses that link quantitized qualitative data and quantitative
student outcomes. These strengths are often posited in the edu-
cation research literature as constituting an important advantage

Conceptual Synergy: New 
Understandings of Variations in 

Teachers’ Work, Lives, and 
Effectiveness

Reconceptualization of 
Relationships/Associations

Between Findings 

Emerging Findings 

Methodological Integration 

Hypothesis Formation and 
Iteration 

Reconceptualizing Effectiveness 

Conceptualizing Teachers’ Work, 
Lives, and Effectiveness: Mixed 

Methods Research Design 

Quantitative Data 
Collection and Analysis 

Qualitative Data 
Collection and Analysis 

Extant Research Researcher
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FIGURE 7. From conceptual and methodological integration to synergy: a tentative model.
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of mixed-methods research. But the conceptual contribution of
mixed-methods research goes beyond the methodological trian-
gulation and integration of quantitative and qualitative data. By
asking new questions of the results of methodological integration,
the mixed-methods researcher is able to provide a more holistic,
more nuanced, and (in terms of “effectiveness”) more synergistic
picture of the effectiveness of teachers in English schools than has
previously been possible. Thus our understandings in the early
stages, which placed teacher effectiveness at the center of the
research, changed as we developed a qualitatively different under-
standing that led us to place teachers’ selves at the heart of our
inquiry.

Our experience suggests that methodological integration is an
essential precondition for achieving synergy but that conceptual
integration is a necessary part of methodological integration. Initial
conceptual awareness of the field of research will need to develop as
the reciprocal processes of analysis and integration of data present
new understandings of the research field and research problem; and
such conceptual development needs to interact with emergent find-
ings to create tentative hypotheses. Thus the results of method-
ological integration should not necessarily mark the end of the
research, for those results have the potential to create “spaces” for
new hypotheses that center on different sets of associations, which
may result in richer, synergistic understandings.

NOTES

1Yanchar and Williams (2006, p. 10) propose a “soft incompatibility”
thesis as a means of resolving the problems inherent in the application of
pragmatic and eclectic “what works” criteria in education research to the
exclusion of other criteria (p. 3). They suggest five guidelines for methods
within this model: contextual sensitivity (in which methods are tailored to
contextual demands); creativity (in which research would emphasize the-
ory construction); conceptual awareness (in which researchers would
acknowledge the theoretical basis for their work, especially their methods);
coherence (in which the research analysis would be theoretically formed and
methods and procedures would be flexible and open); and critical reflec-
tion (in which the framework of assumptions that guide choices of meth-
ods and interpretations of data would be subject to critical examination
through “productive dialogue”; p. 9). Our experience confirms their 
thesis, and we would emphasize, especially, the need to sustain productive
dialogue (in which the different data “talk” to each other) throughout the
project.

2The level of socioeconomic disadvantage of school intakes was mea-
sured by the percentage of students eligible for free school meals (FSM).
Schools were divided into four bands, where FSM1 was the least disad-
vantaged group (0–8% of students are eligible) and FSM4 the most dis-
advantaged (36%+ of students are eligible).

3Although the total number of teachers involved in the study was 314,
the number of teachers included in the analysis of each “data cut” varied
depending on the availability of relevant data at an individual teacher level.

4As is discussed later, the number for whom student attainment data
were available was reduced by Year 3 of the study.

5At the secondary level, three levels were fitted, with department,
teacher, and student levels modeled.

6Cohort 3 is excluded because of reduction in sample size.
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Teacher
Salman (Secondary; Male)

Age
31–40

Professional Life Phase
8–15 (10 years of teaching)

School 
Free School Meals Band 4

Student Progress (Value-Added Results)
Cohort 1: Above expectation
Cohort 2: Above expectation

Student Views of Teacher (Cohort 1)
Relatively positive impact on their progress

Student Views of Teacher (Cohort 2)
Relatively positive impact on their progress

Teacher Responsibility in School
Head of Math Department

Reasons for Teaching
With a view that he could do better than his own teachers

Senior Management Team
Minus: (new Deputy Head Teacher: “don’t rate him;” “a 

demotivating effect”)
Plus: (old Head Teacher: “able and supportive”)

Colleagues
Minus: (“an underlying current” in the school)
Plus: (his department a “happy team,” supportive)

Teacher-Student Relationships
Plus

Student Behavior
Plus: (“fantastic” students; satisfied with his behavior 

management skills)

Personal Events
Minus: (concerned about family finances: two children, wife 

not working; his wife getting leukemia, which changed his
outlook)

Work-Life Balance
Minus: (Head of Department role had “a massive impact” on

his family life; felt tired struggling to manage work and
look after  family; decided not to move on up the
management ladder, to find more time with his family)

External Policy
Minus: (School inspections by the Office for Standards in

Education do not truly reflect schools’ performance)
Continuing Professional Development

Plus: (generally fairly satisfied with opportunities and quality
of Continuing Professional Development)

Minus: (has been on some subject-related Continuing
Professional Development trainings but was unhappy that 
he was turned down for training opportunities that he
needed)

Motivation
High (good results of his students boosted his 

motivation—which continued to grow)
Job Satisfaction

High (highly satisfied with performance and progress of 
his students—which acted as the main source of his job
satisfaction)

Self-Efficacy
High (feeling highly confident; good results [highest residual

in his department]; self-efficacy continued to develop)
Commitment (Overall)

High

APPENDIX
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