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ABSTRACT

This chapter explores the multiple complexities that many novice educators face as they navigate teaching
in a K-12 setting and pursuing higher education degrees. Specifically, the exploration and involvement
in professional learning organizations. The goal of this personal reflection is intended to remind readers
how critical it is that we mentor and encourage the teacher leaders of tomorrow early in their careers.
Research in the field of education highlights the importance of professional learning and leadership and
the involvement of educators in professional organizations and committees. Many classroom teachers
become involved in extended networks beyond their school communities and take on leadership positions
and responsibilities. This chapter contributes to the need for research to examine the design, involvement,
and effectiveness of professional learning organizations to support and retain teachers.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter explores the multiple complexities that many young scholars face as they navigate teaching
in a K-12 setting and pursuing a PhD. Specifically, I share my personal experience as a First-Generation
College Student and the communities of practice that supported my journey from a literacy specialist
to a teacher educator. This personal reflection aims to remind readers how involvement in professional
learning organizations can influence their career pathways.

National and state literacy organizations provide a platform for educators to communicate, share, and
build professional partnerships around literacy practices and research. The work within these organiza-
tions can lead to change in the field through advocacy and response to policy. Many of these profes-
sional organizations encourage the participation of teacher candidates and novice educators. However,
the individual pathways that connect members to these organizations all differ. Research in the field
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of education highlights the importance of professional learning and leadership and the involvement of
educators in professional organizations and committees (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007; ILA,
2018). Many classroom teachers become active in extended networks beyond their school communities
and take on leadership positions and responsibilities. My experience shared in this chapter identifies how
professional organizations can influence educators’ transitions from K- 12 classrooms to higher education.

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT

As a First-Generation College Student, I did not have my family’s experiences to help guide my educa-
tion choices after high school. My father was a second-generation dairy farmer, and my mother worked
for the state offices. My communities of practices in the field of education were limited, and as a result,
I chose to attend a traditional two-year state college approximately 30 minutes away from home. For the
first time, I took courses focused on early childhood education. I built relationships with my peers in my
shared coursework and practicum experiences. I was not aware of any professional teaching organiza-
tion outside of the context of this college community. At the start of my first semester, every student
attended one meeting at an informal student club just for first-year education majors. At this point in my
career, I did not understand the importance of joining professional learning networks. My attendance
at this one meeting connected me with like-minded individuals who promoted further engagement in
teaching and learning.

My participation in this club provided opportunities to organize events that build partnerships with
local schools. For example, I helped design a literacy night at the college where families from local
schools can hear teacher candidates read or engage in literacy activities. We also invited guest speakers
from local schools such as administrators or specialized literacy professionals to share information about
the profession. It was my first true understanding of the term professional development. 1 also started
to learn more about the work as an advocate of change within my community. Through this participa-
tion in the organization, I learned how to reach out and recommend educational resources and support
to local families. As a sophomore, I continued my involvement with the club and practiced leadership
skills to mentor incoming first-year students to this informal group. This experience provided me with
the confidence I needed to transfer to a larger four-year college.

TRANSFER STUDENT

I completed my associate degree in early childhood from this two-year state college. My active involve-
ment in this group guided my choice of where I would continue my higher education. As a result, I
transferred out of state to a four-year liberal arts college I needed to adapt to new teaching practices and
philosophies in education quickly. Not only did my location change, but it also ended my involvement
in the communities of practices at my former institution. During this time, technology was not advanced
enough to maintain connections through a social media presence. Now a transfer student, I immediately
knew that I needed to get involved in an education community at my new campus. Unfortunately, I faced
the challenge of entering an established club for education majors. I was not joining this club as a fresh-
man this time, and I felt like an outsider.
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