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The balance and imbalance of sampling former teachers
hidden-by-choice: a snowball in summer
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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we explore the challenges inherent in conducting research
with a hidden population – how to conduct research with teachers who
have left the classroom. Capturing the storied experiences of this group
is vital to understanding how to effectively recruit, prepare, support, and
sustain teachers in US classrooms for our next generation of students.
Although not typically considered vulnerable, this population of “teacher
leavers” remains hidden-by-choice because of a voluntary severing of
ties with former schools and school districts. In this paper, we chronicle
our efforts to identify an appropriate sampling method for this
population, our selection of snowball sampling because of the hidden
nature of individuals, and our efforts to use snowball sampling to
construct a national sample of teacher leavers. We conclude by
identifying the resulting areas of balance and imbalance in our sample,
their possible explanations, and their subsequent implications for
informing thoughtful sampling methodology.
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Introduction

This article explores a methodological dilemma: How to conduct research with teachers once they
have left teaching? In the field of education, this is a critically important group of participants, as
almost 50% of new teachers leave the field within their first five years in the classroom (Ingersoll
2003b). Educational research that seeks to understand the perspectives and lived experiences of
this important population is vital to developing policies and practices that recruit, support, and
sustain teachers in their careers over time. However, this group, hereafter termed “teacher
leavers,” are also an infamously difficult group to identify, as teacher leavers have inherently
severed their ties with formal educational institutions and shifted into a variety of other, often discon-
nected fields. School districts are reluctant to share contact information for their former employees
and few other systematic methods exist for locating and connecting with teacher leavers. Teacher
leavers are effectively “off the grid.”

In this article, we argue that while typically not considered a vulnerable participant pool, teacher
leavers do in fact constitute a “hidden population” because one aspect of their identity is hidden –
their past experience as a classroom teacher. In categorizing teacher leavers as a hidden population,
we are also acknowledging the intersectionalities that exist within individuals’ identities (Bell 2016),
as participants may be fully visible in one dimension but hidden in another. Due to the hidden nature
of teacher leavers, we argue that the most effective methodological approach for recruiting partici-
pants is through snowball sampling methods.
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In this article, we chronicle our effort to use snowball sampling methods with this unique hidden
population through a collective case study (Stake 2005) of teachers who have left classroom teaching.
Specifically, as is common in collective case study, the participants “are chosen because it is believed
that understanding them will lead to better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing, about a
still larger collection of cases’ (Stake 2005, 446), and the larger collection of cases in this study is
teacher leavers. In case studies, “the stories of those ‘living the case’ [were] teased out” (Stake
2005, 445). We detail our initial recruitment plans, our realization of the need to sample for hidden
populations, our process of enacting that sampling procedure in this particular context, and our
reflection on the balances and imbalances of this endeavour. Browne (2005) highlights, “this is not
to suggest that snowball sampling or any sampling technique is flawless; rather advantages and dis-
advantages are subjective and often based on research precepts of what is right and wrong” (57).
During our research process, we found snowball sampling to be simultaneously advantageous and
taxing, and in this study, fell short in many ways.

By discussing our methods and challenges, we hope this article serves to deepen the limited lit-
erature around sampling (Noy 2008; Reybold, Lammert, and Stribling 2013), grounded in the realities
of putting it into action. Noy (2008) argues that the discussion of sampling is often overlooked in the
literature because it is the “least sexy facet of qualitative research” (328), often the least criticized by
journal reviewers (Reybold, Lammert, and Stribling 2013), and the most dormant in literature discus-
sions (McLean and Campbell 2003). This paper proposes to counter that trend by carefully consider-
ing our selection, use, and reflection upon snowball sampling with teacher leavers.

Contextualizing snowball sampling

Snowball sampling is one of most common strategies for identifying participants in qualitative
research (Noy 2008; Heckathorn 2011). Heckathorn (2011) explains that while snowball sampling
was originally developed as a method for studying social networks, over the past 50 years it has
evolved into one of the standard techniques for qualitative research. In essence, snowball sampling
proceeds as such:

[Snowball sampling] begins with a convenience sample of people from the hard-to-reach population. (The con-
venience sample is of course not a random sample from the hard-to-reach population, since it is not possible to
obtain a random sample from a hard-to-reach population). [Snowball sampling] then relies on people in the con-
venience sample to select other people from the hard-to-reach population… Then the people in the first wave
select other people from the hard-to-reach population. (Goodman 2011, 350)

Thus several waves of participants are selected, starting from an initial seed of convenience
participants.

Snowball sampling is often toted as highly effective and valuable for hidden populations (Browne
2005; Noy 2008; Sadler et al. 2010; Waters 2015; Griffith, Morris, and Thakar 2016) and when conduct-
ing research around sensitive areas or with vulnerable participants (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981)
because its approach works around, rather than with, standard social institutions. Researchers do
not access institutions directly, or use them as a space for participant recruitment, but move
around these spaces with the connections built through snowball sampling. For instance, Browne
(2005) utilized snowball sampling to access non-heterosexual women, Griffiths et al. (1993) found
it effective for identifying drug addicts not currently affiliated with treatment centres, and Kogan
et al. (2011) used the method to identify rural African American emerging adults. Similar examples
abound, as researchers increasingly rely on snowball sampling for the recruitment of vulnerable
and/or hidden groups of participants.

What makes teacher leavers unique is that they are often fully visible and institutionally-affiliated
within certain contexts, as they may be enrolled as graduate students or employed at non-profit
organizations. However, due to the nature of their career paths and their own life choices, their affilia-
tions with educational institutions remain hidden, forcing researchers to move around rather than
through educational institutions, as mentioned above. Thus, teacher leavers actually fall into
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another category of hidden participants, those who are “hidden-by-choice” due to life experiences
and context (Noy 2008), as with Noy’s (2008) study of backpacker tourists. Noy (2008) argues that par-
ticipants who are hidden-by-choice, “are not excluded from hegemonic forces, but, being part of the
hegemony, exclude themselves from the public” (331). Building upon that idea, teacher leavers also
exclude themselves from the public, but only with certain aspects of their identity – in particular, their
teacher identity. This was often caused by the emotions of guilt leaving the classroom (Mawhinney
and Rinke 2017) or others opted to not be visible in order to leave behind their former teaching
selves. They voluntarily severed their ties with former schools and school districts.

Case study background

Within education, it is commonly recognized that there is a crisis of teacher attrition, with approxi-
mately 50% of teachers exiting the field within their first five years (Ingersoll 2003b; Gray and Taie
2015) on the job. Teacher attrition and retention is of primary concern because of the high costs
of turnover to schools, students, and the teachers themselves (Grissmer et al. 2000; Rinke 2014).
As the profession demands more from teachers without subsequent increases in compensation,
improved working conditions, or prestige, it has become critical to determine how to recruit,
support, and sustain teachers in the classroom for the next generation of students (e.g. Macdonald
1999; Smethem 2007; Quartz et al. 2008; Mawhinney 2014; Rinke 2008, 2009, 2014; Mawhinney
and Rinke 2017; Petchauer and Mawhinney 2017; Rinke and Mawhinney 2017).

As former teachers (teacher leavers) ourselves and educational researchers, we had already con-
ducted several studies working within pre-determined and well-defined urban school districts. In one
study, we followed beginning educators to better understand the decision-making process leading
them out of the classroom (Rinke 2008, 2013, 2014). For this study, participants were current teachers
at the inception of the study and identified by the district’s human resources office. In another study,
we sought to understand what brought teachers to the classroom in the first place and conducted
qualitative interviews with pre-service teachers in teacher preparation programmes at three
different higher education institutions (Mawhinney, Rinke, and Park 2012; Rinke, Mawhinney, and
Park 2014; Park, Rinke, and Mawhinney 2016). Here again, participants were students in our
teacher education programmes (although we may not have taught them), where we had already
secured access.

In this particular study, we aimed to build upon our previous work by exploring the perspectives
and experiences of teachers who had already left the classroom, the population of “teacher leavers”
previously identified. Our goal was to inquire into the replication of findings from one school district
to a national sample. We also hoped to look broadly across the professional lifespan (Goodson and
Sikes 2001), capturing participants’ reasons for entering the profession, experiences in the classroom,
decisions to leave teaching, and current career paths. We elected to use a life histories approach that
placed teacher leavers’ experiences into a larger and more meaningful context (Cole and Knowles
2001). We developed a semi-structured interview protocol that intended to capture teacher
leavers’ career development across various career stages, along with their own personal interpret-
ations of those experiences. We also set out to understand the interaction of the personal with
the professional in these various decision-making stages (Rinke and Mawhinney 2014).

Prior to conducting interviews, we also explored the existing scholarship around teacher leavers,
but found the research in this area to be quite limited due to the methodological challenges inherent
in working with this population. The most common approach to understanding the dynamics of tea-
chers’ career paths in the United States has been to examine large scale, survey data sets from the
National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) in order pinpoint why teachers left, but these
data sets are complicated by teachers whom left due to retirement (Fowler and Mittapalli 2006;
You and Conley 2015; Hancock 2016). We identified two qualitative studies during our search that
privileged the voices of the teacher leavers themselves: Harfitt’s (2015) research from Hong Kong
that discusses two teachers that left and returned back to the profession two years later, and
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Schaefer, Downey, and Clandinin (2014) with four Canadian teacher leavers who left within the first
five years of teaching.

In short, existing approaches appeared to rely either on large-scale, anonymized data sets or small-
scale convenience samples. We were unable to locate previous research that both drew upon a geo-
graphically diverse sample of teacher leavers while also captured their lives and experiences. Thus,
we chose to take on the challenge of conducting a large-scale qualitative study with narratives of
teacher leavers’ storied experiences across the United States.

We used some of our own areas of curiosity to craft our research question. Specifically, we wanted
to know, “How do teacher leavers, working across a variety of school contexts, experience their
careers over time?” We explored the research from three standpoints: entering the field, experience
within the field, and exiting the field. In this way, we aimed to expand existing understandings of tea-
chers’ career life cycles (Huberman 1989; Day and Gu 2010) and the life history approach did, in fact,
reveal that teacher leavers were responsive to structural, personal, and professional factors in their
career development (Mawhinney and Rinke 2019). Once we had established our research protocol,
we anticipated that finding participants would be straightforward. Little did we know that identifying
participants would become the central challenge of the project.

The original methodological plan

Our original goal was to identify 40 teacher leavers from across the United States, targeting the four
major regions (East, South, Midwest, and West). When we set our original target of 40 participants, we
assumed that by gathering more interviews, we could draw from a broader cross-section of storied
experiences. We set selection criteria as teacher leavers who: (1) have taught at least one year within a
public school district; and (2) left teaching on their own accord prior to retirement between 2004 and
2014. The purpose was to also get a representative range of participants that reflect the variety of
teacher preparation backgrounds routes available within the United States. We sought to pinpoint
80% of the participants that entered the teaching profession through traditional methods (e.g. under-
graduate or masters programmes in education), with the remaining 20% entering through alternative
routes (e.g. Alternative Route programmes, Teacher Residency programmes, or City Fellows
programmes).

Moreover, we decided to intentionally focus on two specialty areas of secondary education. The
purpose was to start small with the hopes to growing the project over many years to include other
secondary areas and primary education. Thus, our first target group was on secondary science tea-
chers, since they are a notoriously hard-to-staff group. Due to their specialized science background
and skillset, they are considered to have a higher status position (Hoyle 2001), which provides job
opportunities outside of teaching with higher pay (Murnane and Olsen 1990). Further, the research
shows that this group has a larger rate of dissatisfaction (Ingersoll 2003a) when compared to other
secondary areas. The second target group was on secondary English (language arts) teachers. Of all
the specializations in secondary education, this area has the largest workload (Hancock and Scherff
2010) due to added amount of paperwork involved in grading essays and other student writing.
Using this empirical background as a guide, we anticipated that these two subject areas would
have a large participant pool from which to draw.

We were aware that in aiming for a national sample with four key regions and thousands of inde-
pendent school districts, higher education programmes, and professional networks, there was no sys-
tematic way to approach participant sampling. In this way, this study differed substantially from our
previous efforts, which relied on participants currently affiliated with an existing K-12 or higher edu-
cation institution. Working in the United States, local control of education made the task all the more
challenging, as schools are not organized by state, county, city, or even electoral jurisdictions, but
rather through locally-determined districts of various sizes and organizational structures (Tyack 1974).

Knowing that a systematic, representative approach was simply an impossibility (Goodman 2011),
we began looking more carefully into commonly accepted sampling methods for researchers
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working with hard-to-find populations. After returning to the literature, we made the determination
that our population of teacher leavers in fact constituted a hidden population and made the decision
to pursue snowball sampling.

Our approach to snowball sampling

We were aware that the standard approach for beginning snowball sampling started with a small
convenience sample of individuals known by the researchers. This convenience sample then referred
a second wave of participants, who in turn selected a third wave as the process proceeded. However,
our study was unique in that we were not looking within one circumscribed population, but rather for
a diverse pool of individuals from across several regions of the United States. For this reason, we rea-
lized that we needed to pursue multiple recruitment avenues simultaneously.

We also realized that we had to leverage technology to our advantage (Curtis 2014). The Internet
provides a wealth of access for participant recruitment, while facilitating a breadth of geographic
location (Hamilton and Bowers 2006). It has also been shown to be less labour intensive than tradition
recruitment methods, such as flyers, posters, or mailings (James, Taylor, and Francis 2014). Eide and
Allen (2005) further discuss how traditional recruitment methods may be unproductive and create
missed opportunities for participants. But, we were cognizant of Hamilton and Bowers (2006)
point that “like any other sampling plan, use of the Internet must make sense in relations to the
research question and not be advocated based simply on ease and researcher accessibility” (824).
We also considered that this recruitment approach might limit access among older participants or
those unfamiliar with contemporary technologies. Using this background as our guide, we
decided to pursue recruitment using a variety of technology-based methods. Vignettes of our indi-
vidual experience follow:

Lynnette’s connections

I initially advertised the study and the search for participants on my personal Facebook page. Then, I
linked (or tagged) other professors in academe. My thought process behind these links was that these
professors were close colleagues and even friends in the field of teacher education. They would have
access to teacher leavers either through their own personal networks or ongoing school partnerships.
Moreover, like us, most of these professors were teacher leavers themselves. My hope was that as
teacher leavers, they would somehow be able to identify and unearth other teacher leavers. Sadly,
the Facebook advertising did not prove as fruitful as I hoped. I was able to identify one participant,
who referred two additional participants for the study, for a total of three (see Table 1).

My next step was to advertise on a listserv of an Urban Education graduate programme that was
not affiliated with our institutions. This listserv has past and present programme participants, includ-
ing a large number of teacher leavers. The listserv proved to be the best tool for gaining access to
participants, as seven reached out to me directly, expressing interest in participating in the research.
However, only three of the participants provided snowball referrals, resulting in a modest-sized
network.

Table 1. Participant recruitment.

Initial Advertisement Snowball Referrals Total

Lynnette
Facebook 1 2 3
Listserv 7 3 10
Word of Mouth 2 0 2

Carol
Emails to Colleagues 4 1 5
Emails to Former Students 1 0 1
Listserv 4 0 4
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Lastly, I also spoke about the project with other scholars at my institution as well as in social situ-
ations. Through the word of mouth, I gained two more participants, but without any snowball
referrals.

With the five snowball referrals I received in total, most of the referents wanted to reach out
directly to their connections to gauge interest. I was never given the contact information directly,
as I found people were still cautious about “outing” any former teachers who might not be comfor-
table discussing their past. For example, one colleague reached out to a former teacher-turned-
photographer on the West Coast. Because they used to teach middle school together, she anticipated
interest and introduced us electronically. However, this referral did not want to talk about the chapter
of her life spent as a teacher. She instead planned to keep the book closed, so to speak.

Carol’s connections

As someone who is not naturally fluent in social media and less networked than Lynnette, I was
perhaps more apprehensive about the recruitment phase of this study, as well as the need to rely
upon up-to-date technological methods to reach participants. Not surprisingly, although I also
posted an advertisement on my rarely-used Facebook page, this effort did not result in any interested
participants. I also decided to use a method I had relied upon in an earlier study, recruitment of
graduates from my current teacher preparation programme. After compiling a list of all programme
graduates from the last 10 years, I sent a direct email to each alumnus with information about the
study. Some emails were returned, and I did receive email responses from several individuals who
were still in the classroom. However, this method ultimately did not result in any participants for
the study.

Following these experiences, I realized there was a need to reach out to individuals closer in age to
many recent teacher leavers. I decided to send direct emails to many of my former students, positing
that they might know colleagues who had decided to leave the classroom. Although this resulted in a
number of referrals, only one of the recommended participants fell within our selection criteria of
former secondary science or English teachers, thus many had to be turned away from the study.

Finally, I reached out individually to colleagues working at institutions across the country. This pro-
vided to be the most productive method for recruitment. Many of these current colleagues had been
graduate students with me either during my masters programme or doctoral programme. Due to the
complex nature of job searching in higher education, these colleagues had taken positions in diverse
regions of the country. Although I had been in touch with some of these colleagues in recent years,
others necessitated renewing contact through a phone call or other connection. Reaching out
directly to colleagues helped me to identify four participants in three regions of the United States.
One of these participants referred another for a second wave in a hard-to-reach region.

One former colleague in particular took the extra step of posting my advertisement on her listserv
of science teachers interested in conducting their own scientific research. This proved to be a highly
productive method, as four participants reached out to me directly after seeing the advertisement on
their listserv. Whether it was the existing interest in research or the level of trust generated from the
individual who posted, this served to identify quite a few former science teachers who were inter-
ested in sharing their experiences.

Financial incentives

During the research planning stage, we planned to provide participants with financial incentives to
compensate them for their time and effort. Carol received a small grant from her institution to fund
$10 Amazon gift certificates for all those who participated. We also anticipated that the financial
incentive would help to strengthen interest during the snowball sampling process.

To our surprise, we found that most of the participants did not even realize that a financial incen-
tive existed. They were happily surprised at the end of the interview to receive the gift, but we found
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the financial incentive did not directly draw participants to the study. Instead, we continually heard
two reasons why participants chose to be interviewed. First, they never previously had the chance to
share their story and wanted to be heard; second, they too conducted research and valued the idea of
scholarship. People who are motivated to participate in the research in the first place are influenced
by their beliefs (Becker et al. 2004). This can explain why we may have had so many current aca-
demics in our research, as they trust in the transformative power of research.

Scourged samples

Although snowball sampling can be interpreted to be a less rigorous method, it is actually highly
labour intensive. Moreover, it relies upon the researcher’s own connections and social network,
which can become overtaxed (Waters 2015). We found this to be true in our case, as we came to
the point where snowball sampling transitioned into, what Groger, Mayberry, and Straker (1999)
call “scourging sampling.” This is when the snowball method turns into “desperate and continuing
efforts, against the mounting odds, to round out the collection of individuals with relevant types
of experiences we know to exist but have not been able to capture” (Groger, Mayberry, and
Straker 1999, 830). As researchers, we did begin to feel exactly this way after nine months of
active recruitment efforts. In total, we as authors were able to identify 25 participants, although
the final participant came in months after due to a belated response from one of Carol’s colleagues.
The difficulty of identifying participants was truly surprising, as our original goal had been to find 40
from among the thousands of teacher leavers across the United States. However, we had reached a
point where we did not feel we could tax our social networks and resources any further without nega-
tive consequences. Even as is, we as researchers are now reluctant to turn to our social network for
future research studies, at least until a requisite amount of time passes. Snowball sampling typically
ends when the chain of referrals either ceases at a natural stopping point or reaches saturation (Bier-
nacki and Waldorf 1981). We came to a natural stopping point far sooner than we had anticipated.

Waters (2015) highlights Goodman’s (2011) work best by stating that, “hard-to-reach populations
are hard to reach, and one should not expect the task of reaching hidden populations to be easily
solved through the application of a magical wand of a sampling technique” (377). These words
served as a guide for us, as we had certainly underestimated just how difficult it would be to
locate participants for our study. As Waters (2015) experienced, snowball sampling for our study
also did not yield the targeted number of participants and even with the goal of snowball sampling,
we ended up with more participants identified through convenience sampling than any other
method. Although our approaches were effective for accessing a hidden population, they came
with corresponding limitations on our effort to construct a substantial sample size.

In our case, snowball sampling also resulted the self-selection of individuals with similar, shared
experiences (Becker et al. 2004). When looking at our participant pool holistically, many of the par-
ticipants look like us (e.g. former urban teachers, live on the East Coast). Due to the connections
inherent in our network, we selected many individuals who taught in urban schools and are con-
nected to higher education in some way. It turns out that we had “privileged access” (Griffiths
et al. 1993), which proved beneficial in terms of encouraging the teacher leavers to share their inti-
mate stories. However, it also resulted in a participant pool that looked much like us.

Teacher leavers: areas of balance and imbalance

The participants

In all, we were able to identify 25 participants, rather than the 40 we had originally anticipated,
despite tremendous effort (see Table 2). There were other goals we simply were unable to attain,
such as securing representation from urban, suburban, and rural areas. Instead, one participant
taught in a suburban district, one in a rural district, and the remainder in a range of urban areas.
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Based on this, we utilized Milner’s (2012) typology of urban education, in which he identifies three
categories of urban schools to distinguish among them: (1) urban intensive (large metropolitan dis-
tricts), (2) urban emergent (small cities with fewer than one million people), and (3) urban character-
istic (suburban and rural areas experiences challenges related to urban context).

We were able to locate participants who had teaching experience in multiple regions of the United
States (East, South, Midwest, and West), and 14 states were represented this our study. This created a
richness of perspective in their storied experiences. But, we found that there was an imbalance
favouring participants from the East Coast region – either exclusively or during their tenure as a
teacher. An additional imbalance occurred in teaching specialty areas. A significant portion of the tea-
chers specialized in science (60%), as compared to English or multiple subject areas. Lastly, although
we aimed to recruit 80% of our participants from traditional, university-based certification pro-
grammes, we found only 56% who were prepared through that route. On the other hand, we
aimed for 20% of participants from alternative preparation routes, and found 44% instead.

Despite the many imbalances, there were some surprising successes from our recruitment
methods. First, we had substantial representation from teachers of colour. Currently, the majority
of US teachers are White, female, and monolingual (Papay 2007). According to the US Bureau of
Labor Statistics (2014), the demographics of secondary teachers are 85.8% White, 10% Black, 2.2%
Asian, and 7.6% Latino. The teacher leavers in our sample 68% White, 12% Black, 4% Asian, and
16% from multiple backgrounds. Our representation of teachers of colour ranked higher than the
national average, making for more enriching and balanced voices from those often unheard.

Our second success centred on teacher leavers’ average length of stay in the classroom. Nationally,
almost 50% of teachers exit the field within five years (Ingersoll 2003b; Gray and Taie 2015), with
urban teachers more likely to leave within the first three years (Ingersoll 2003b). However, among
our participants, the average length of time spent in classroom teaching was 7.08 years. The total
range was from two to 23 years of classroom experience. Many of our participants taught for
longer than the national average, indicating that they had moved out of the survival phase and
into mid-career and later-career development. It also provided them with deeper and more enriching
lived experiences to share.

Defining the imbalances

In retrospect, it seems clear that many of the imbalances in our participant pool came from areas of
our own identity and our snowball sampling method that started with a convenience sample and
grew from there. At the time, both of us as researchers lived and worked on the East Coast, thus
we found overrepresentation of teachers from the East Coast region in our sample. Both of us are

Table 2. Results from the participant pool.

Original Goal Actual Results

40 participants 25 participants
Balance of experience in urban, suburban, and rural 88% taught in urban schools, 4% rural, 8% suburbana

Balance of teachers across four regions (East, South, Midwest,
and West)

19 East, 6 South, 5 Midwest, 6 Westb

Balance of science and English specialty areas 60% science, 24% English, 12% special education (taught either
science or English, 4% special education (taught both subject
areas)

80% educated through traditional education/university-based
programmes (undergraduate, masters); 20% certified through
alternative routes (e.g. Alternative Route, Teacher Residency,
etc.)

56% educated through traditional education/university-based
programmes; 44% certified through alternative routes

aThe rural and suburban schools of these participants can be considered urban characteristic schools (Milner 2012), so in actuality,
we had 100% from urban-based schools.

bSome teachers leavers taught in multiple regions in the United States, so some participants are counted multiple times. This is why
we did not represent the number in percentages.
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teacher leavers from urban districts, thus our sample resulted in an overrepresentation of participants
from urban districts. And Lynnette is a person of colour, perhaps resulting in a stronger-than-antici-
pated identification of teachers of colour in our sample.

Like our participant pool, other areas of imbalance “snowballed” out from our original demo-
graphics. Given that many of the participants were from urban areas, we found a higher-than-antici-
pated percentage of teachers prepared in alternative certification programmes, which is a
characteristic of teachers from urban schools. Likewise, science teachers report the highest levels
of dissatisfaction with the profession. This may have resulted in a higher proportion of science tea-
chers, as compared with English teachers, due to the nature of the subject areas included. We do
wonder if the sample and findings maybe turned out differently if we had included other subject
areas, such as Social Studies, and grade levels, such as primary teachers.

Finally, we were intrigued by the seemingly high number of participants who remained within the
field of education. Although nationally these numbers are unknown, within our sample 56%
remained in non-teaching roles in education, while 44% engaged in fields completely outside of
teaching (e.g. medicine, science, business, religion, government, or family caregiving). We are not
entirely clear on the reasoning behind these numbers. On one hand, it is possible that our networks
led us to individuals who are still connected with the field of education in some capacity. On the other
hand, it is also possible that those connected with education self-selected to participate in the study,
due to a level of trust, interest, or curiosity about the research study. It may be impossible to tease out
these various causes, but it is clear that we were somewhat more likely to recruit individuals still con-
nected to the field of education.

Conclusion

Waters (2015) highlights four key principles of using snowball sampling: (1) it is most effective when
not tackling an extremely sensitive topic, (2) participants do not perceive negative outcomes to their
involvement, (3) the researchers are members of the group being researched, and (4) participants are
connected to some kind of social network. This research study fit all four criteria for Water’s frame-
work to snowball sampling, demonstrating that snowball sampling was an appropriate methodologi-
cal choice for identifying participants from this particular hidden population. However, despite the fit
between study design and methods, we still faced considerable limitations in constructing our
sample. Browne (2005) notes:

Social networks, as channels for recruitment, can be an advantage in some respects (for example, including those
often ignored in studies that rely on random or representative sampling) yet a disadvantage in others (for
example, excluding those not within friendship groups) (Browne 2005, 57).

In this study, we found that relying on our social networks to initiate the snowball sampling process
enabled us to construct a geographically diverse sample of teacher leavers to inform our research
question, a sample that otherwise may have been unavailable. However, imbalances inherent in
our own identities and social networks translated across our sample, infusing implicit characteristics
into the recruitment process. We encourage future researchers to “think forward” (Reybold, Lammert,
and Stribling 2013, 700) as they consider the complex nature of hidden populations with respect to
intersectionality of identity as well as the influence of our own social networks and the characteristics
of the initial convenience sample in shaping the later population sample. By carefully considering
these, among other features, we as researchers can more intentionally attend to the sampling
process as a key methodological element.
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