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Abstract:  
 
As teachers move toward the end of their careers, understanding the experiences that help them 
derive satisfaction from their work has implications for helping them stay engaged in teaching. 
The purpose of this study was to qualitatively examine the job satisfaction of late career physical 
education teachers. Jessica, Sandy, and Bill were later career physical education teachers (17–28 
years of experience) who served as participants. All three had been colleagues at Harrisburg 
Middle School for 13 years. Data were collected using a job satisfaction graphing technique and 
qualitative interviews, and were analyzed using inductive analysis and constant comparison. 
Data analysis resulted in three themes related to the interactions teachers experienced with 
people in the school: ‘the kids and control,’ ‘our administration and marginalization,’ and ‘my 
fellow coworkers.’ Each theme related to both positive and negative appraisals of the teachers’ 
work. Implications for practice and future research are noted. 
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Article: 
 

As teachers approach the end of their careers, many become disengaged, and may 
continue to rely on outdated teaching practices (Fullan, 2007; Lynn & Woods, 2010). One 
approach to understanding late career teacher disengagement is through teacher satisfaction 
(Kiliç & Yazici, 2012; Lent et al., 2011). Understanding how late career teachers derive 
satisfaction from their work relates to both teaching behaviors and student success, as teachers 
who are more satisfied tend to provide more effective instruction (Day, Sammons, Stobart, 
Kington, & Gu, 2007). In this study, we explore the facet satisfaction of three late career physical 
education (PE) using a novel qualitative data collection technique. 

Job satisfaction is defined as an attitude based on the positive and negative evaluations 
individuals hold toward their work (Brief & Roberson, 1989). A positive appraisal is often used 
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to describe job satisfaction, while a negative appraisal is used to describe job dissatisfaction. Job 
satisfaction and dissatisfaction are not viewed as dichotomous, but rather at opposite ends on a 
continuum. Hence, individuals can experience satisfaction and dissatisfaction at the same time 
and from the same workplace elements (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Two types of satisfaction 
have been recognized in the extant literature: global satisfaction and facet satisfaction. Global 
satisfaction asks employees how they feel about their job overall, whereas facet satisfaction asks 
them to reflect on certain elements of their work (e.g., pay, supervision, colleagues, clients; 
Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Work facets found to be satisfying to teachers are supportive 
administrators (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008), staff collegiality (Rhodes, Nevill, & Allan, 2004), 
positive interaction with students (Rhodes et al., 2004), and a positive school and local 
community culture (Ma & MacMillan, 1999). 

In contrast, teachers have identified being dissatisfied with a multitude of work facets 
such as low pay (Borg & Riding, 1991); large classes and limited resources (Chaplain, 1995); 
disengaged administration and excessive bureaucracy (Ma & MacMillan, 1999); and limited 
decision-making opportunities (i.e., lack of empowerment; Dormann & Kaiser, 2002). Stressors 
such as role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload have also been associated with 
dissatisfaction (Conley & You, 2009), as have feelings of isolation and subject marginalization 
(Richards, Templin, & Graber, 2014), and negative interactions with students (Platsidou & 
Agaliotis, 2008). 

Although there is an established body of literature related to teacher satisfaction, few 
studies have been conducted with PE teachers. The existing literature indicates that physical 
educators have lower satisfaction than teachers of core-subject (Borg & Riding, 1991), but those 
with higher satisfaction have higher morale than those with lower satisfaction (Lent et al., 2011). 
PE teacher have noted facet satisfaction related to positive interactions with students and positive 
working conditions (Amarantidou, Mantis, & Koustelios, 2009), working in smaller schools 
(Reese & Johnson, 1988; Reese, Johnson, & Campbell, 1991), and job security (Koustelios, 
Theodorakis, & Goulimaris, 2004). Negative working conditions (Koustelios & Tsigilis, 2005), 
low salaries, and limited prospects for advancement (Koustelios et al., 2004) are facets that lead 
to dissatisfaction. 

Understanding how daily experiences in schools relate to feelings of satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction has implications for helping late career PE teachers remain engaged and effective 
in their work with children (Day et al., 2007). By promoting feelings of satisfaction and limiting 
dissatisfaction, teachers may engage longer thus preventing late career complacency (Lynn & 
Woods, 2010). The purpose of this study was to develop a qualitative understanding of facet job 
satisfaction among late career PE teachers. Guiding questions included: 1) how do late career PE 
teachers describe satisfying facets of their work?, and 2) how do they describe dissatisfying 
facets of their work? 
 
Method 
 



Participants and Procedures 
 
Purposive sampling (Patton, 2015) identified Jessica, Sandy, and Bill as late career PE teachers 
who were approaching retirement. All three had been colleagues at Harrisburg Middle School for 
13 years, and had between 17 and 28 years of teaching experience. Jessica and Sandy had spent 
their careers at Harrisburg, while Bill had taught at one other school for four years. Bill’s highest 
level of education was a bachelor’s degree, while both Jessica and Sandy had earned master’s 
degrees. Harrisburg Middle School was in a midsized city in the US Midwest that served 1040 
children in grades 6–8 from a working class community, 45% of whom received free or 
reduced-cost lunch. The PE teachers taught eight, 45-min periods per day with a 30-min break 
for lunch. Most of the periods were taught individually, but they team-taught two classes each 
day. 

Data collection involved a teacher satisfaction graphing exercise, which was immediately 
followed by a 90–120 minute semi-structured interview. At the end of a school day, teachers 
were presented with a blank graph (see Figure 1) and asked to recall and chart their job 
satisfaction levels for a typical school day on the 11-point “faces” scale beginning with when 
they first arrived to school. The “faces” rating scale has been shown to capture the affective 
components of job satisfaction (Brief & Roberson, 1989), while the graphing procedure has been 
used to stimulate the recollection of meaningful lived experiences associated with attitudinal 
processes (Surra & Hughes, 1997). 

Individual, semistructured interviews (Patton, 2002) were conducted after each teacher 
completed the graph. The interviewer used the completed graphs to prompt discussion related to 
the significant work facets that triggered notable variances in the teachers’ satisfaction. For 
instance, the interviewer asked the teachers to clarify “what was going on?” during both the 
sharp increases and decreases in their graphed satisfaction. Follow-up probing questions asked 
teachers to consider their affective and behavioral responses to each turning point. Interviews 
concluded with a general discussion of the teachers’ satisfaction related to working at their 
school. Interviews were transcribed verbatim for analysis. 
 
Data Analysis and Trustworthiness 
 
Data were analyzed using inductive analysis and constant comparison (Patton, 2015). Two 
researchers reviewed the graphs and independently coded the interviews to develop emergent 
themes within each individual case. Once the cases had been coded individually, the same two 
researchers independently conducted cross-case analysis (Patton, 2015) to identify common 
themes across the interviews, and then compared results. It was found that the researchers’ 
individual coding structures were similar, and after some discussion, they came to agreement on 
a common set of themes that informed the results of the study. Trustworthiness strategies were 
employed including member checks, researcher triangulation, and peer debriefing (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). 



Results 
 
The three late career teachers were generally satisfied with their work, which is depicted in the 
graph in Figure 1. Aside from one dip in Sandy’s satisfaction, all of the values were above the 
scale midpoint. The three themes involved both feelings of satisfaction and dissatisfaction and 
related to interactions with people included: “the kids and control” and “our administration and 
marginalization,” and “my fellow coworkers.” 
 
“The Kids and Control” 
 
All teachers in the study identified positive interactions with children as a facet of satisfaction. 
They enjoyed working with children and felt as if they were able to make a difference in their 
lives. However, the teachers also noted that those interactions were threatened when students 
acted out and they needed to regain control of their classes. 
 
Having Fun and Making a Difference. The teachers discussed specific situations in which their 
interactions with children led to positive affective responses. When asked about a slight increase 
in her satisfaction level (from 8.5 to 9), Jessica discussed a fun class with whom she would be 
“interacting, joking…and laughing…having fun.” Bill illustrated how positive interactions with 
children impacted on his mood, “I could have a bad morning…and some kid could walk in and 
just make me laugh…that really makes you feel better and more excited to teach.” Student 
interactions were so important to Jessica that her satisfaction dropped during free periods. 
Discussing a downward turn in her graphed satisfaction at 10:00 a.m., Jessica explained that 
“there is not a class, so there is a little let down…I’m not as upbeat because I am not interacting 
with the children.’ 

Teachers also derived satisfaction from the positive impact they perceived to have on the 
children’s lives. Sandy noted that being a good teacher included being “positive as well as 
patient, organized, and aware of the students’ lives outside of school…we need to be sensitive to 
the situations they come from.” Bill knew a lot about students’ home lives and believed that the 
students responded best when they felt cared for: “other teachers will yell at a kid and I’ll say, 
‘you don’t want to do that… he has real problems at home.’ You need to be in touch with these 
kids’ lives.” In describing the increase in her job satisfaction from 7:00–8:00 a.m., Jessica noted 
that “when I come in and get settled into the morning, I start to pick up a little because I know 
I’ll make a difference some place along the line.” Sandy added that “some of these kids don’t 
have a lot of support at home and I get to step in and be there for them…I can show them how 
much I care.” 
 
Maintaining Control. While they attempted to foster a fun environment, the teachers noted that 
this was not possible without first establishing control. Jessica explained, “we like to enjoy 
ourselves and have fun, but it is also going to be on a controlled level.” Sandy added, “when the 



kids are out of control they don’t see our fun side because they don’t let us show it…that reflects 
on my feelings of how I teach.” The experience of disciplining children in reaction to a loss of 
control was viewed as a source of dissatisfaction. Jessica’s satisfaction was lowest during what 
she characterized as a “negative class…you have to stay on task with them and that’s why my 
satisfaction drops here [down to a 7]…they just don’t get along well.” 

Bill took pride in his management skills noting “when the school year starts I lay down 
the law…here is what I expect you to do,” but explained that sometimes he had to discipline 
students. He admitted that he “would rather not have to be the mediator for fights… in the 
middle of arguments.” Sandy agreed that the most dissatisfying part of her job was “disciplining 
children. I really don’t like to be the bad guy, but sometimes they don’t give me a choice.” When 
asked how losing control affected her, Jessica explained, “I am more curt. You can’t really joke 
with the kids because they can’t handle it.” Bill explained that the nature of PE, which involved 
teaching in gymnasia and outdoor spaces, made control challenging: “you have got to be able to 
handle kids… teaching PE is a hard job…to control 40 kids who are all running around for seven 
hours a day is not easy.” 
 

 
Figure 1 - Completed teacher satisfaction graphs for Bill (dotted line), Jessica (solid line), and 
Sandy (dashed line). The individual lines show each teacher’s perceived level of satisfaction 
according to the 11-point scale on the y-axis. 
 
“Our Administration and Marginalization” 
 



Supportive administrators are a predictor of job satisfaction among teachers (Rhodes et al., 
2004). Rather than support, teachers preferred autonomy from administrative oversight and also 
noted the impact of marginalization on their work. 
 
Autonomy in the Gymnasium. Jessica, Sandy, and Bill agreed that they preferred administrators 
to stay out of their teaching space. Sandy explained, “I think we are pretty free, we don’t have a 
principal who is down in our area checking on us…they trust that we are handling things.” 
Jessica affirmed that “[the principal] knows if we [raise an issue] it is legit because we just don’t 
do it… we handle things on our own.” They believed that the principal allowed them to run their 
“own little world” (Bill) without interference. Bill compared his autonomy with that of a 
business owner: “I like being the boss, I like running things…I am the president and I run my 
corporation the way I want.” 

When administrators did enter the PE teaching space, the teachers responded with 
feelings of uncertainty and dissatisfaction. For Jessica, administrator intrusion meant that there 
“was a problem…they don’t spend time in the gym, so when they do come down we know 
something is wrong.” Bill, who was the most resistant to the administrators, explained that 
“whenever they come around… nothing positive that comes out of their mouths.” Bill’s 
frustration was fueled with what he perceived to be administrator apathy. On an occasion when 
he did try to talk with them about a situation “they get mad right away because they don’t want 
to deal with it.” As a result, he asserted that “I don’t go near the administration…I would prefer 
it if they didn’t come near me too.” 
 
Marginality as a Two-Sided Coin. While the teachers valued autonomy, they also recognized that 
their freedom was connected to the marginal status of their subject (Richards et al., 2014). The 
administration was not as interested in what they were doing because they taught an ancillary or 
“special subject” (Jessica). If they had been teaching a core academic subject (e.g., mathematics), 
the administration may been more invested. Sandy explained that “I don’t think [the principal] is 
unsupportive, we are just not high on his list of concerns. The [state assessment] and funding are 
more important, so he is more tuned in with what the math and language people are doing.” 
Jessica added that “our principal is a good guy…but PE will never be as important as math and 
reading.” 

While subject marginality allowed the teachers a sense of autonomy from oversight, it 
also drove feelings of frustration when they did not perceive a voice in school decisions. They 
spoke at length about issues stemming from large class sizes and the use of gym space. Related 
to class size, Jessica was concerned about “safety issues, and it’s hard to grade…plus, we only 
have so much equipment to use.” When the administrators notified Sandy that their class size 
would increase more, it became a serious issue (satisfaction dropped from 7 to 2): “we are going 
to have two classes with over 100 students…I was not very pleased… I probably didn’t give my 
best teaching by any means. I was mad.” The teachers also felt marginalized when school groups 
used the PE facilities without their consent. Jessica explained “sometimes we have the gym taken 



away for an activity and we don’t really have a vote. That affects your behavior and mood.” The 
lack of voice made Bill feel “taken advantage of…if the band wants the gym, they get it…I feel 
like we should have a say in the use of our space.” 
 
‘My Fellow Coworkers’ 
 
All three teachers benefited from having 13 years of experience together. Bill explained, “the 
two ladies are absolutely wonderful…we work well together and get along really well.” 
Explaining her positive mood in the morning (7 at 7:00 a.m.), Sandy said “having good 
colleagues is definitely part of what makes me look forward to the morning…it’s nice to come 
here where everybody seems happy.” While they enjoyed working together, Sandy and Jessica 
expressed that, on occasion, they became frustrated with Bill who often left school during class 
to tend to personal errands. The other teacher who have to cover his classes, which made Sandy 
feel “dumped on, taken advantage of…it affects my mood and behavior in class…to think that 
somebody can get away with that.” Jessica added, “Bill skips a lot of meetings. He won’t say 
anything and then just not show up. It frustrates me, especially when we discuss important 
issues.” 

Notably, the teachers’ comments related to collegiality focused almost exclusively on 
their relationships with one another. Although they made general comments such as “I really like 
the people I work with” (Jessica) and “we have some good teachers in this school” (Sandy), they 
did not talk at length about relationships with other teachers. This is likely because they spent 
most of their time in the gymnasium, isolated from the rest of the teaching staff. The gymnasium 
at Harrisburg Middle School was in its own wing of the school, adjacent to the cafeteria and 
distal to other facilities. The physical educators even used a different door to enter the building 
than the majority of the staff. This gives Bill’s characterization of the gym as “our own little 
world” a more accentuated meaning. 
 
Conclusions and Final Thoughts 
 
The purpose of this study was to develop a qualitative understanding of facet job satisfaction 
among late career PE teachers. Results highlight the highly relational characteristic of both 
teacher job satisfaction and dissatisfaction as all three themes related to interactions with others 
in the school. The three primary themes derived from the analyses—relationships with children 
(Rhodes et al., 2004), administrators (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008), and colleagues (Rhodes et 
al., 2004)—have been noted as important indicators of job satisfaction among teachers from a 
variety of subjects, including PE (Amarantidou et al., 2009; Koustelios et al., 2004). 

This qualitative study contributes to the literature because it provides new insights into 
the mechanisms through which late career PE teachers experience satisfaction in their work. 
While relationships with children have shown to impact teacher satisfaction (Amarantidou 



et al., 2009; Rhodes et al., 2004), the teachers in this study sought to strike a delicate balance 
between having fun and maintaining control. Class control was a precursor to having fun. When 
the teachers felt as if they were in control, they were able to enjoy themselves while teaching. 
However, when dealing with student misbehavior, the act of teaching lost most of its semblance 
of fun. 

Rather than supportive administrators (Platsidou & Agaliotis, 2008), these teachers 
wanted autonomy from oversight, but were also frustrated with marginalization. While previous 
research has highlighted the negative consequences of marginalization (Richards et al., 2014), 
for the teachers in this study, marginality was a two-sided coin. On one hand, teaching a 
marginal subject allowed them freedom from the administrative involvement that often 
accompanies core-subject status (Valli, Croninger, & Walters, 2007), but on the other it 
manifested through reduced teacher voice in decision making. These teachers wanted the best of 
both worlds— to be anonymous while also retraining relevance. In the US, where core subject 
teachers are held accountable for meeting performance standards, this may be an impossible 
balance to uphold. Increased relevance for PE would likely strip these teachers of the autonomy 
they valued so much. 

Finally, while these late career teachers acknowledged advantages associated with having 
worked together for 13 years, they also expressed some tensions that colored their interactions. 
These internal struggles were likely intensified by the intimate and isolated nature of their work. 
As is often the case in PE (Richards et al., 2014), the teachers were segregated form the rest of 
their colleagues by the ancillary location of the gym and did not have opportunities to interact 
regularly with other teachers. This makes the collegial nature of their relationships that much 
more important. If they had despised working together it is likely that they would have struggled 
to derive satisfaction from their work. 

Findings from this study present implications for research and practice. Given the 
important role that job satisfaction plays in helping teachers survive and thrive in their work 
contexts (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011), it is critical that educational researchers and school 
administrators develop a more complete understanding of teachers’ appraisals of work facets. 
Based on the results of this study, we recommend that administrators remain attentive to 
teachers’ need for autonomy, promote school and departmental cultures centered on collegiality 
and community, and help teachers retain enjoyment to work with children. However, given that 
research related to teachers’ job satisfaction is limited in PE literature, future studies are 
warranted. Specifically, future scholars should investigate the relationship among satisfaction 
and teacher retention with reference to the work facets that encouraged these teachers to remain 
in the profession. The teacher satisfaction graphing technique introduced in this study provides 
one avenue for examining teacher satisfaction, and may be expanded into ecological 
momentary assessment strategies (Carson, Weiss, & Templin, 2010) that ask teachers to respond 
to real-time questions about their mood and emotions using PDAs or smart phones. 
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