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ABSTRACT 

The study focused on one teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about writing and 

how that knowledge and beliefs impacted her classroom writing instruction.  One 

fourth grade teacher in an urban low SES elementary school participated in the study.  

Using a qualitative research methodology, multiple sources of data including teacher 

interviews and classroom observations were collected and analyzed.  Sources of 

teacher knowledge and beliefs were documented and findings suggest that the sources 

are varied and diverse.  At the same time knowledge and beliefs were not always 

aligned with instruction.  Factors such as demands of assessment, professional 

development availability, challenges of the classroom context, and level of preparation 

for teaching writing influenced the practices that were implemented.  Factors 

notwithstanding, the introduction of authentic writing by the researcher as participant 

observer improved teacher’s self-efficacy in teaching writing and students’ 

achievement.  Findings have implications for pre-service teacher preparation and 

inservice teacher professional development, the impact of high stakes assessment on 

classroom writing instructional practices, and understanding and promoting the 

importance of authentic writing activities.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Written language is for stories to be read, songs to be sung, newspaper to be shared, 

letters to be mailed, jokes to be told…recipes to be cooked, messages to be 

exchanged…It is not for having your ignorance exposed, your sensibility destroyed or 

your ability assessed.  (Frank Smith, 1986, p. 179)  

Teacher beliefs often originate from teacher knowledge.  Rokeach (1968) argued 

that all beliefs have a cognitive component representing knowledge.   As the teacher is 

exposed to different sources of knowledge, beliefs emerge, consolidate, and further 

continue to develop.  Understood in this way, beliefs are a sort of knowledge (Pajares, 

1992) which people manipulate for a particular purpose or under a necessary 

circumstance (Abelson, 1979).  Moreover, literature defines knowledge and beliefs to be 

inextricably intertwined and it is through beliefs that new knowledge is interpreted 

(Pajares, 1992).  Pajares (1992) further elucidates “epistemological beliefs, in particular, 

play a key role in knowledge interpretation and cognitive monitoring” (p. 325).  As a 

teacher and educator, I am interested in the knowledge underlying what we bring to our 

students.  I am further interested in the beliefs that govern how we conduct instruction, 

beliefs that stem from the knowledge we have gained.  At the same time, I am 

interested in writing, writers, and writing pedagogy.  The intersection of knowledge, 

beliefs, and instruction in writing became the focus of my dissertation study.   
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In the beginning of the chapter I discuss my professional life as an educator in 

India. Reflecting back on what I did and did not do led me to do research in writing 

instruction.  (As I recalled these events, I go back and forth to the time I used concepts 

to which I can now confidently provide a name from my learning about writing.)   I trace 

how I came to my dissertation research topic that focused on one teacher’s beliefs and 

knowledge about writing, and how those beliefs and knowledge influenced her writing 

instruction.   Next, I outline the statement and significance of the problem.  

Subsequently, the research study’s purpose and research questions are stated.  To 

provide the reader assistance with the terms used in the study, definitions of the terms 

are given.  In the last section I talk about the limitations of this study and how the study 

is organized in terms of the chapters of the dissertation. 

Students 

Oh! Those days of learning together (teacher and students), having an ownership 

for a class in the form of being a class teacher, teaching with enthusiasm, and looking 

forward to living each day.   I fondly remember my days as a classroom teacher of grade 

ten at St. Louis High School, New Delhi, India.  Nostalgically, I remember the class of 

2005.  I was given a class of struggling students. They struggled in almost every subject, 

especially in reading and writing which formed a foundation for every subject.  I did not 

like the label “struggling” attached to the class and resolved to restore their self-efficacy 

which had been lost due to the label.   Even though my memory is a little hazy, I can still 

recall Jack and Sarthak, (pseudonyms).  I can clearly see their faces.  Jack, a gregarious 
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and vocal student with messy hair and a deep voice, was one of the laid back students 

whose demeanor remains very clear in my mind.  Students in the class nicknamed him 

“slacker.”  One day he came rather excitedly to the class because the story he wrote had 

been selected as one of the best at the Jackson Community Centre Library Story Telling 

Contest.  Soon after that Jack gained his self-worth, became an active participant in 

terms of contributing meaningfully to the class, e.g., his hand would readily shoot up 

when students were asked questions.  I wondered at that transformation.  However, the 

class test results still showed Jack failing miserably in all his subjects.  One day after class 

I struck up a conversation with him and asked him about his interests.  His answer was 

that he wanted to write what he wanted to and not be compelled to write academic 

stuff which he found to be utterly boring.  Moreover, he felt nobody at school or at 

home was interested in his stories and poems until the magazine (Jackson Community 

Center Library monthly magazine) readily accepted and applauded his work.  Jack had 

the habit of using big sounding words, in a bid to show off his vocabulary to his 

audience.   

I remember the story Jack wrote about his dog, Monty.  It was a well told tale 

and I can recall the details until this day.  He and his friends loved the street dog whom 

they named Monty. In his story he elaborated on some of Monty's quirks.  The dog used 

to bring every household's newspapers to Jack's house.  He explained in those days 

newspapers used to be delivered in the evenings.   Almost as if on cue, as soon as the 

newspapers were thrown in by the hawker, they were picked up by Monty and brought 
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to Jack's doorstep.   His father would be perplexed and annoyed at the same time when 

confronted with six copies of “The Statesman" and trying to come up with a suitable 

explanation to their neighbors who saw the theft happening before their very eyes.   

Nobody in the neighborhood seemed to mind that much when it devolved upon Jack to 

take them back to their rightful owners. 

Yet another vivid memory that I remember he wrote about was of his separation 

and reunion with Monty.   After a couple of years of association, Jack and his family 

relocated to a different part of the city which was in a nascent stage of development.   

Jack’s new house was almost 2 miles from their previous house which Monty used to 

call home.   On a fine summer afternoon Jack had happened to be out for a bit playing 

marbles with his new friends and just like that Monty appeared out of nowhere.  Jack 

was incredibly surprised; it was almost as if the dog followed him home.  Jack was quite 

emotional to see him again.  Elaborate details and vivid characterization of Monty and 

his funny quirks made Jack’s story memorable. 

In school, we did not have a focus on creative writing, something Jack enjoyed, 

but rather a focus on formulaic writing and the other academic subjects.  His parents 

were keen he paid attention to his studies and not subject himself to vagaries of 

imagination and build worlds through his writing.  His parents told him in very clear 

terms that nobody in the family wanted him to be a writer.  The father’s words echoed 

in my own head as my parents had the same expectations for me, not to be a writer but 

instead I should sit for some competitive exams and become a doctor or an engineer.  
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The talk with him was rather illuminating, and it made me reflect about the purpose of 

writing in life.  

 Sarthak was another student classified as a non-writer in my class who followed 

cricket avidly, not unusual in the cricket crazy nation like India.  (Everything comes to a 

standstill in India when its cricket team takes to the field).  Sarthak wrote odes to the 

cricketers he adored and sought to emulate them.  He was a good batsman himself and 

was on the school team.   One of the poems he wrote was in adulation of Rahul Dravid, 

the then Indian cricket team captain.  Some lines from his poem stand out in my 

memory:  

He knew he had to stand 

And be the great wall of India 

Withstanding one and all 

To be the un surmountable one  

Sarthak’s vast vocabulary about the sport also impressed me incredibly.  He 

provided details using phrases and words such as batsman’s paradise (refers to a pitch 

that will clearly favor the batting side) and beamer (a bowling delivery aimed at the 

head of the batsman).  He not only excelled at playing cricket but also exhibited a desire 

to extend his knowledge in his chosen subject of interest.  I saw his experiences and 

language coming together here. 
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Sarthak was often thrown out of the classes because of his dreamy appearance 

and his inability to concentrate in class, but when I chanced upon his incredible poems, I 

was rather amazed. I thought about developing his writing talent, which is his strength, 

and that would help his work in other subjects.  

Jack and Sarthak offered important insights on how I could improve writing 

instruction which then could be used as a vehicle to assist them with other subjects.  I 

say this because writing is a foundation for other subjects too.  

Reading these two budding authors’ writings, I recall reading Living Between the 

Lines (Calkins, 1991) and her words:  

Literacy is inseparable from living.  If we invite youngsters to address topics of 

great significance during the Writing Workshop and then find that instead of 

writing with heart and soul, their writing is lifeless and rote, we do not 

necessarily need to change anything we’re doing in the Writing Workshop.  

Sometimes it’s more important to look at the life that surrounds writing, at the 

messages children hear during and outside the school day (p. 13). 

 Calkins (1991) words send a clear message about students needing to connect 

their writing to their personal experiences and their lives in and outside school.  

However, realizing the lacunae in my writing pedagogy, not really knowing the process 

and product approach in depth, I still encouraged students to write stories, poems, and 

letters.   
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Reflecting on Writing 

Writing has always been an enigma to me.  I deliberated on the thought whether 

it could be taught or did it come rather naturally.  Additionally, I found that students did 

not take kindly to writing, often considering it a passive activity.  The problem was 

compounded exponentially as little attention was given to equipping teachers including 

me, with writing pedagogy.   

The thoughts of Baru (1985) very often have been mine.  She writes, “Just as I 

struggle as a teacher of writing, I’ve thought, how I can teach my students to write, 

when I have such a hard time writing?” (p. 730).  Just like her the thought crossed my 

mind a lot of time whereby I wished I could learn from the professionals.  I could not 

fathom the thought that they continuously struggled as well; in fact, I felt they must be 

enjoying their work and that’s why they were wedded to it.  Like Baru again I wondered, 

“Did the writer write to live or live to write?” (p. 742).  I wanted to endorse their 

enthusiasm, absorb it, and transmit it to my students. 

According to Graves (1983), students can only write well about what they know 

and connect to.   In retrospect, my first belief about writing became let students write 

what they feel strongly about.   My beliefs evolved on their own as we connected 

experience and literature together.  Nobody taught me this but when I saw what was 

happening to Jack and when I read literature, I connected the two; my beliefs about 

writing pedagogy were being shaped.  Jack wrote about moving to a new place and 

being separated from his pet as a traumatic experience.  Sarthak wrote passionately 
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about loving cricket as any young, middle-aged, or older men in India would do.  As a 

teacher, I allowed students to write of their own experiences in their free time, but I did 

not make the practice a central component of my writing pedagogy.  I must admit that 

as a teacher, I rarely went into the details of any writing assignment nor any 

expectations about the need to write about their life as Calkins (1990) suggests even 

though I classified myself as a caring professional working to meet the needs of my 

students.  This was not neglect; I was just not aware about the processes involved in 

teaching writing.  I almost took for granted that students would work this out on their 

own.   

I thought deeply about how writing was taught.  At the early elementary stages 

we taught students the shape of letters which had no meaning for them.  Writing was 

defined as letter writing.  They memorized the letters.  After going through this process 

for each of the letters, the students were as distant from the writing for meaning as a 

teacher would be if that is all she or he knew.  By the time students acquired the basic 

tools and skills to write, the examination system that is there at every grade level along 

with the lack of awareness of writing pedagogy on the part of the teacher drove the 

students away.   

Lack of Pedagogy Training and Impact of Testing 

Brimi’s (2012) research study points out the problem faced by many writing 

teachers in America when they try to mold their writing instruction to meet assessment 

needs.  However, I would say from personal experience that the same problem exists in 
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India.  I was a literature student teaching writing in English.  The significant difference 

between America and India is that some courses here are devoted solely to teaching of 

writing in general and specifically to genres such as memoir or creative writing.  

However, as Layla Canton, a 20-year veteran English teacher in Brimi’s (2012) study 

pointed out, “Most of us are English majors and not writing teachers.  I think teachers 

need much more instruction on how to teach writing.”  Ms. Canton’s words 

demonstrate the helplessness that many English teachers feel concerning teaching 

composition.  Teachers often enter the field inadequately prepared to teach this critical 

component of their subject matter due to preparation programs that do not always give 

abundant instruction on how to teach writing (Smith, 2003).  Teachers who do not know 

the strategies for teaching writing such as free writing, response, and conferencing will 

sacrifice them for drilling and practicing for the test.  I was no exception to this rule:  I 

got the previous year's assessment papers and let my class practice them again and 

again.  I felt the more students practiced the better they would fare in the exam.  My 

beliefs regarding nurturing writers were curtailed by the demands the assessment 

system laid on us.  Barone (2006) raised important pedagogical questions about how 

students could better understand writing or the power of writing. Would these students 

have done better on the state tests if they had experienced richer writing experiences?  

Teachers need professional development in writing instruction which has been 

shortchanged because of the emphasis on reading instruction.  Writing instruction has 

become problematic due to writing assessment as teachers teach within the confines of 
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the test (Barone, 2006).  Teachers follow a writing pedagogy to respond to “dual 

pressures of prescription and accountability” (Cremin, 2006 p.  416).   As I taught the 

grades that had the Assessment Board requirements, I offered few opportunities to help 

students write about their personal topics.  Some students would always follow me after 

class to tell their stories.  These essential tales were of great importance to them, and I 

tried to listen to them as I made my way to catch my bus home.  There was a lot going 

on in their lives that they could write and talk about.  Jack, who was a great soccer 

player, had to undergo surgery at a tender age.  Then there was Griffin whose mother 

had left him, and he cried himself to sleep every day.  Sam, who was quite reticent and 

spoke rarely, but seeing his other friends talking endlessly, made an effort to talk.  I had 

known that Sam was an above average performer and his parents were shocked when 

he was put into my class, which had been labeled, "struggling readers and writers.”   

Sam felt ashamed to be a part of this class.  However, he had one advantage in this 

class:  He was the star performer, and I knew he felt great about it.  The thought would 

often cross my mind about what interesting stories could emerge from these heartfelt 

issues, if only the students were allowed to write about them.   I could hear the voice of 

my principal asking me to concentrate on what was featured in the National Assessment 

Board exams.  However, I agreed with Mikkelsen (1985) when he wrote about grading in 

Teaching Teachers: What I Learn: 

The one thing I have always hated about teaching is grading people.  Grades 

make teachers sit above students when they want to be working side by side.  I 
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think we can find better ways to evaluate people, and to tell people what we 

see.  One thing we can do is write down in words what we feel (p. 751). 

Reader/Writer Response and Teacher Conferencing  

While teaching at middle and high school and later at the university, I 

encouraged personal response to reading because as a literature student I was denied 

that vital link between the words that flowed seamlessly on the pages and my feelings 

that ensued.  As I recall, we were to display our knowledge in the form of critics’ 

responses and not what we felt about a certain novel.   Likewise the voice in the written 

response took the form of a third person perspective which made the writer distant 

from the entire process.  I realized the value of personal response when I first read 

Rosenblatt (1991).  

   As a teacher, I regularly used two strategies, which I believed in without really 

knowing they were excellent ones for evolving writers.  One was response which I felt 

was bursting out from the depths of my soul when I read novels and urgently wanted to 

express myself but my professors only wanted the critics' views.  Along with Kajder 

(2006) I believe that “engaged reading is a visual experience, evoking an imagined story 

world” (p. 67).  When I read my students’ responses I saw engaged reading where their 

worlds were visibly present.  I provided some insights which primarily made the readers 

understand that their piece had been valued as Sr. Alice (I attended a Missionary-

convent school) had done previously on my literature papers.  The students wrote 

personal responses but because I was constrained due to time, I hardly got a chance to 
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properly respond to what they had written.  I felt upset but reminded myself to be 

pragmatic; I had to meet the demands of the tests as well.  I resonated with students in 

the Wolf and Wolf (2002) study “who feel disadvantaged by a system that emphasized 

the importance of response and then denied it during testing time (p. 237).”  If response 

could be included in assessment then teachers could and would make it the cornerstone 

of their teaching.  But again as Wolf (1993) reiterates, “a knowledgeable teacher is the 

foundation of informed assessment (p. 183)” and assessment has to be empowering 

rather than being just used for accountability measures.  Assessment should help 

children learn more effectively and teachers teach more effectively (Serafini, 2010).    

 The second thing I did was I talked to my students which, in hindsight and in 

writing parlance, was conferencing.  Conferences helped me to understand how to 

guide the students to more effective writing.  Britton (1972) talks about the need for 

talking with others as part of writing: 

We don’t learn from higgledy-piggledy events as they strike our senses; we learn 

from events as we interpret them, and one of the main ways of interpreting 

them is talking about them –by giving them shape in language.   And the 

incentive to do this is to share them with somebody else (p. 98).   

I couldn’t help but agree with Calkins (1983) who declares that “the bitter irony is that 

we, in schools, set up roadblocks to stifle the natural and enduring reasons for writing, 

and then we complain that our students don’t want to write (p. 4).”  Furthermore, I 

harbor a deep regret as these children talked only to me and not to their companions.   
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However, traditional classrooms propound the notion that if talk is going on little work 

is being achieved.  Dr.  Kumar (1986, an Indian educator) reiterates:  “Indeed, teachers 

who don't let their children talk have no business complaining about lack of funds to buy 

books or other resources; they are already wasting a highly valuable resource which 

costs nothing at all.”  Few teachers encourage talk or group work, staring hard at the 

students when they made an attempt to do so, and I have been a guilty party to that 

myself.  Thus, Vygotsky’s mantra, “What a child can do in cooperation today, he can do 

alone tomorrow” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 101), was completely lost in the process. 

Influence of Literature and My Writing 

  I was aware of the power of literature, and being a writer had always been my 

dream.  I think what fostered and nurtured this dream was the study of literature:  

Indian, English, Greek, and American and inherently, I believed I learned a lot vicariously 

through other people’s writing experiences.  Fortunately, during my formative years, 

there were hardly any external distractions.  It meant that we had a lot of time to read 

books and imagine the characters in those books.  I remember reading books by Enid 

Blyton, full of elves, goblins, and fairies, and believing in their very existence.  We waited 

with baited breath for the next Phantom series by Amar Chitra Katha (legends of brave 

men and women warriors).   My sisters and I read these with great voice modulation.  

The desired effect was to make me readily believe it all to be true.  As I grew up, I 

became interested in mystery-detective series like Nancy Drew, Hardy Boys, and Trixie 

Belden.  I believed all that I read and longed to emulate the authors.  A little later in life, 
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I became absolutely fascinated by great Literature works, like those by R.K. Narayan, 

Rabindranath Tagore, Swami Vivekanand, T. S. Eliot, Henry James, and George Eliot.  At 

the same time, I felt intimidated by the way each of these great literary giants wrote. 

The belief that writing is a specialized work done by authors and writers were fuelled 

further, in me by teachers, family, and other significant others.  I did not believe that I 

could write but I longed to.  This urge deepened as I matured and felt the need to 

express my inner self.  I resonated with the view expressed by Brande (1934): 

The amateur writer only vaguely knows that successful writers have overcome 

the difficulties which seem almost insurmountable to him; he believes that 

accepted authors have some magic, or at the very lowest, some trade secret, 

which, if he is alert and attentive, he may surprise (p. 730). 

Now, after reading literature on mentor texts, I feel I had authors who inspired me as 

my mentors and helped me grow as a writer.  Now, I want my future students to chose 

the authors who can be their writing mentors. 

Myself as a Writer 

As a teacher and a researcher, I have become intimately connected with writing.  

I note Murray’s (2009) favorite counsel adapted from William Stafford:  Writers write at 

a standard which allows them to write comfortably.  According to Stafford, the writer 

chooses a standard that allows writing to evolve, the writer needs to practice self-

acceptance, and the writer has willingness to suspend judgment to see where the 
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process is leading him or her.  While taking my academic courses in writing and as a 

writer, I followed this counsel- something that I always wanted to do -express myself 

through words.  I felt the old joy of writing once more and actually enjoyed the process 

of creation.  However, this has not always been the case; there was a time when I did 

assignments or homework rather dispassionately.  As a student, I had also been at both 

ends of the spectrum:  not been engrossed in it and been passionately involved.   The 

reason for this was that it was a foregone conclusion that some teachers would return 

my homework with almost every line underlined with a red pen.  However, when I was 

in the tenth grade, I remember Sr. Alice writing fascinating comments in my English 

literature papers.  I preserved those for a long time.  Her signature and calligraphic 

writing is still engraved in my brain-heart center.  I went on to become the editor of my 

school magazine spurred on by her positive encouragement.  I was amazed by the 

power of her response to my writing.  It was much later in my teaching career that I 

realized the power and the frightening responsibility I was bestowed with being in this 

profession.  However, my belief strengthened in resolving to provide constructive 

feedback for my students and not underlining lines, or grammatically incorrect words by 

the infamous red pen or any other color.  

Impact of Digital Writing  

   The collaboration in writing can extend beyond the classroom to include virtual 

worlds where the teacher and the student can continue their interaction.  As I was not 

able to listen to my students’ personal stories within the school hours in the classroom 
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(there were 44 students in my class), we started an online newsletter titled, “My 

Personal Experiences Beyond School.”  In the online newsletter, we (the class and I) 

formed a community of readers and got to know each other better.  Calkins (1991) 

cautions, “how can we expect children to write well when we don’t know their stories?” 

(p. 13).   Most of their stories centered on cricket, parent-child relationship, growing up 

woes, and friendships.  A recent study by Marsh (in-press) indicates that children are 

becoming social in their reading and writing activities.  The teacher needs to make use 

of these within the classroom.  There is empirical evidence to suggest that teachers 

should recognize the digital literacy skills that students bring with them from home and 

use these “funds of knowledge” within the classroom curriculum for reading and 

writing.  In teaching her 10th graders to list the tools for writing, Kajder’s (2007) 

students listed podcasts, wikis, and fan fiction.  Kajder reinvented herself and taught her 

students within these new literacies.  There is an urgency with which this integration 

needs to be attempted. The existing gap between teachers’ usage and understanding 

with regards to digital usage of reading and writing might become larger in comparison 

to students experienced use of it.  The loss of this “fund of knowledge” to “schooled 

discourse” is something to avoid.  Moreover, the gap between school and home 

practices might widen.  In light of digital demands, assessment practices will also need 

to undergo changes, as shown by the recent NAEP report (Education Week, June 10, 

2013).  The switch from paper and pencil to a computer-based test is tied to recognition 

of the role technology plays in a 21st-century student’s life.  Kajder’s (2006) states 

“when we acknowledge their out-of-school literacies and provide them with a space to 
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exercise them in our classrooms, an opportunity emerges to bridge those texts and to 

invite these students into the “literacy club” (p. 7).” 

Statement of the Problem 

 I came to realize the need for my study from my personal experiences as a teacher and 

as a doctoral student.  All my personal experiences with teaching writing and the students who 

have been in my charge along with all my reflecting about my own writing has been at the 

forefront of my thinking as I considered my doctoral research study.  The knowledge and beliefs 

that governed my classroom actions were in some ways informed and in other ways lacking in 

terms of what I know today about the writing process.  I have come to realize from my doctoral 

program studies that one’s knowledge and beliefs must be well established and firm in one’s 

mind in order to carry out effective writing instruction in the classroom.  In other words, the 

alignment of knowledge and beliefs with instruction is vital to student success.  That insight has 

spurred forward my thinking about the need to study to what extent that alignment occurs in 

classroom practice.   

In the course of my doctoral program, I noticed that the courses for writing were 

few as compared to courses in reading.  Although “reading instruction is important to 

students’ literacy achievement, writing instruction certainly should not be ignored, as it 

is a critical part of literacy development” (Barone, 2006, p. 99).  There has been a lack of 

attention to writing. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 

Writing (2011), which conducted a nationwide assessment on writing using computers 

for grades eighth and twelfth, only twenty-four percent of students at both grades 

performed at the proficient level in writing in 2011.  This may be a reflection of 
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inadequate attention to writing instruction by teachers.  To their defense, researchers 

(Barone, 2006; Cremin, 2006; Gilbert & Graham, 2008; Norman & Spencer, 2005) 

suggest that teachers of writing Instruction have little support in the way of writing 

courses in teacher certification or continued professional growth.  Graves (1983) comes 

to the defense of teachers when he describes the status of writing:  

Writing has never taken hold in American education because it has been given so 

little time.  Writing taught once or twice a week is just frequently enough to 

remind children that they can’t write, and teachers that they can’t teach.  They 

are both like athletes who never get in condition, yet have to play the game 

before derisive spectators (p. 90). 

Following a nationwide survey by Gilbert & Graham (2008) on primary grade writing 

instruction, the authors recommended increasing professional development 

opportunities for writing in the teacher education courses and the time children spend 

writing, including the inclusion of digital literacy practices.  Given the relevance writing 

holds in our life, and the importance it must hold in our academic lives, it should be 

given the same significance as reading.  However, any real progress in writing pedagogy 

can only be brought about by strengthening teachers’ continued professional growth 

and with a sound understanding of the pressures the teacher faces in her classroom 

writing instruction.  In the absence of such a support, teacher’s beliefs and knowledge 

can only develop to an extent.  However, the importance of these beliefs and 

knowledge cannot be underestimated because they directly affect instruction.   



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

19 

 

Assessment has interfered with effective writing instruction because there is a 

constant tension between the testing and classroom curriculum.  Barone (2006) 

indicated that instruction often centered on “test preparation through narrowly defined 

writing expectations” (p. 102).  These expectations focused students’ writing efforts only 

on editing skills as they worked on an assigned topic.  Lost in this process was revision 

requiring a higher order thinking.   Barone wonders, “Would these students have done 

better if they had experienced richer writing experiences” (p. 102)?  Assessment is here 

to stay and it fulfills accountability measures, but we need teachers whose beliefs and 

knowledge are in consonance with their instruction.   

Attention to writing and writing instruction along with awareness about what 

testing demands can do to the writing curriculum warrants concern.  Professional 

development can enhance teachers’ knowledge and beliefs and in turn their instruction.  

A study of teacher beliefs and knowledge and the consonance with instruction and in 

the context of writing instruction needs to take place to understand the issues and 

challenges.    

Significance of the Study   

 Attention to writing and writing instruction with all its issues and challenges 

including testing demands, teachers level of preparation, and teachers professional 

development warrant examination.  I wanted to study the intersection of knowledge, 

beliefs, and instruction in a classroom writing setting.   Findings from this study would 

suggest changes in how we face the issues and challenges and how we bring about 
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alignment or gain understanding of factors which are responsible for bringing about the 

alignment of knowledge, beliefs, and instruction. Such an alignment would bring about 

effective classroom writing instruction needed for student writing achievement. 

Purpose and Research Questions  

In order to gain a broader understanding about writing instruction, it is 

important to understand how teachers' knowledge and beliefs influence writing 

pedagogies in the classroom.  The present study focuses on one teacher's classroom to 

establish linkages between her beliefs, knowledge, and instruction.  My study will be 

framed by the following research questions: 

What knowledge and beliefs do teachers bring to their writing instructional 

practices?   

What is the role of assessment and writing assessment practices in teacher’s, 

knowledge, beliefs, and instruction?   

What change occurred in teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about expository 

writing after modifications made as a result of my role as participant observer?  

Definitions of Terms 

 

To enhance and increase reader interactivity and understanding, I have defined the 

following terms associated with the study.  
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Knowledge:  is accumulated learning which changes with empirical research and 

evidence.  

Teacher knowledge:  is accumulated learning about content the teacher possesses. 

Beliefs: are personal convictions and values which change or remain the same according 

to experience. 

Teacher belief:  “is defined broadly as tacit, often unconsciously held assumptions about 

students, classrooms, and the academic material to be taught” (Kagan, 1992, p. 65). 

Additionally, beliefs are teachers’ “conviction that they can influence how well students 

learn, even those who may be difficult or unmotivated” (Guskey & Passaro, 1994, p. 7). 

Teacher instruction: are the guidelines or directions the teacher provides the students to 

achieve a particular task. 

Self-efficacy beliefs:  a teacher’s sense of capability to influence students, offer 

unconditional support even during tiring times, create a sense of positive environment 

that contributes to students’ growth, and praise so students feel a sense of 

accomplishment. 

Content-specific beliefs:  teacher’s specific beliefs with respect to the academic content 

being taught, i.e., writing.  These include teacher’s epistemological conceptions of the 

field, her perceptions of the instructional strategies involved, goals to be achieved, 

forms of assessment, and nature of student learning (Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman, 

1989). 
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Writing assessment practices:  used to generate information specifically about learners 

that allows evaluation to occur in writing.  Some such practices are rubric based on 

student criteria for assessing a piece of writing and writer’s checklist (Serafini, 2010). 

Social and cultural practices:  I am interested in studying writing as a social practice from 

a teacher as a reflective practitioner point of view.  This perspective sees literacy “as a 

particular set of social practices that a particular set of people value” (Harste, 2003b, p. 

8).  Originally applied to reading, this perspective sees it as a value -laden, social practice, 

and reading practices as expressions not only of what teachers value but also what 

teachers want their students to value (Dillard & Bintz, 2004; Edelsky, 1999; Harste, 2001).  

The social practices perspective provides a critical literacy framework within which to 

understand the subtle social and cultural forces that permeate these practices (Lewis, 

1993, 2000). 

Digital literacy practices:  the Internet plays an important role in defining reading and 

writing as it has become a powerful tool for information and communication both within 

and beyond the classroom.  These digital literacies influence literacy in important ways as 

the written texts are nonlinear, use multiple modalities, are intertextual, and interactive 

in nature (Tompkins, 2010). 

Authentic writing:   fresh ideas born out of everyday actions, situations, interactions, 

problems and solutions form the foundation of selective organization of meaning 

making.  These ideas derive their ‘sustenance’ from writers’ desires, choice interests, 

culture, and system of beliefs and have their roots entrenched in external and internal 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

23 

 

thought processes.  It is a personally meaningful purpose that propels the movement 

forward.  The spontaneous flow of ideas, feelings, images, attitudinal changes offers 

new ways of thinking and making connections.  The discovery of language accelerated 

by new factors injects life into thinking and writing creatively (Rosenblatt, 1988). 

Writing as a process:  Writing “that emphasizes the essential process of discovery 

through writing: prevision, vision, and revision” (Murray, 2009, p. 124).  Prevision 

includes all that precedes a draft- the experiences, exploring, and connecting.  Vision is 

the actual written draft and consolidation of that thought and territory.  Revision is the 

final processing when meaning emerges.  This is what the reader reads. 

 Writing as craft:  is a process of giving consolidation and shape to a material so it 

develops to a desired end.  Writing requires constant revision, and reorganization of 

matter and willingness to see what is being revealed (Graves, 1986). 

Writing as a product:  emphasizes the essential process of assigning and correcting and 

giving a grade.  The teacher lays emphasis on the end product not on the processes that 

produce them. 

Conferencing:  used for providing feedback to students to help them discover new ideas 

and perspectives with regards to their writing drafts.   

Choice of topic:  students choose their own topic, take ownership, and control of their 

writing. 
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Voice:  once the students have selected their topics, the link between the writing and 

control becomes stronger.  This interaction helps to develop a draft with a voice. 

Drafts:  the revision processes involved with making and shaping the draft.  This is at the 

content level first and later on at the editing stage. 

Writing Workshop: The instructional framework which encloses choosing of the topic, 

development of voice, conferencing, development of drafts, takes place within the 

established community of writers. 

Limitations of the Study 

The study is limited, as educational qualitative research studies are, since it 

examines how one teacher’s beliefs and knowledge about writing relate to her writing 

instruction.  The present study provides readers with detailed descriptions or “thick 

descriptions” (Geertz, 1973) of the teacher’s beliefs and knowledge and supports them 

with relevant concrete examples from the classroom teaching and student work.  

Therefore, it is up to the reader to gain meaning and significance from the study and 

apply it to his/her unique context.  

As a researcher, my lens was subjective and limited in its scope but it played a 

significant role in this case study methodology.  As LeCompte and Preissle (1993) state, 

qualitative research “is distinguished partly by its admission of the subjective perception 

and biases of both participants and researcher into the research frame” (p. 92).   As a 

human instrument, I was “responsive to the context” and “adapted techniques to the 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

25 

 

circumstances” (Guba and Lincoln, 1981, p. 7).  However, Peskin (1988) concludes that 

subjectivities “can be seen as virtuous, for it is the basis of researchers making a 

distinctive contribution, one that results from the unique configuration of their personal 

qualities joined to the data they have collected” (p. 55).  But, I took two measures to 

limit my bias to the study by engaging in trustworthiness to the research through 

establishing credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2003) and through member checking. 

Organization of the study. This qualitative research study will be structured in the 

following manner in the remaining four chapters:  chapter two will explore the literature 

including the historical and theoretical background related to teacher beliefs, teacher 

knowledge, and writing instruction.   Chapter three will discuss the design of the case study and 

methodology.  Chapter four will present my research findings, and finally chapter five will be a 

discussion and conclusion of the study with future research implications. 

Summary 

The chapter traces the beginnings of how this study took shape with an 

accounting of my own beliefs and knowledge evolving in the process of teaching writing.  

I detail how these beliefs and knowledge developed in the absence of professionally 

guided instruction.  To my surprise, I found many teachers of writing who were English 

Literature majors as my companions on this journey.  The problem I have come to 

understand is that writing is neglected and more energies are expended on reading 

even though they are strongly interconnected. This is accentuated by the fact that very 
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few courses in writing instruction are available in the teacher training courses.  

Consequently, with teachers not equipped with knowledge on how to teach writing, 

assessment demands force them to teach to the test thus narrowing their writing 

expectations of the students.  In conclusion, I describe limitations of my study and to 

make the reading of my dissertation more lucid, I have included a glossary of terms. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Historical background and Research on Beliefs and Knowledge  

The present research study focuses on teacher knowledge and beliefs about 

writing as evidenced in the writing instruction.  There are two components to this study: 

teacher knowledge and beliefs which are in the domain of teacher education and 

teacher knowledge and beliefs about writing instruction.  

Exploring literature about Teacher Education leads one to conclude that it 

encompasses teacher beliefs, which originate from teacher knowledge.   However, there 

are some seminal works, such as that by Kagan (1992) which provide us with a literature 

review of what work has been done and Pajares’ (1992) research work offers us the 

fundamental difference between beliefs and knowledge. An understanding of this 

difference is crucial to this area of study.   On the other hand, Buehl & Fives (2009) 

opines that teacher beliefs about teaching knowledge emerge and change continuously.  

Teacher knowledge and beliefs are crucial for teacher effectiveness.  Knowledge is the 

source of beliefs and the cause of change in belief systems brings out changes in the 

classroom. 

Teacher beliefs. Teacher beliefs is a concept at the cornerstone of teacher 

effectiveness and one that needs considerable thought to bring about any change in 

teacher education.  According to Pajares, (1992) beliefs are the best indicators of the 
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decisions individuals make throughout their lives, even though they have that 

ambiguous quality about them that escapes definition.  There are different schools of 

thought and a rich array of literature defining the often elusive nature of beliefs. 

Teacher beliefs are a personalized kind of knowledge, and Kagan (1992) points out that 

researchers’ define them in various ways, referring to them as “principles of practice”, 

“personal epistemologies”, “perspectives,” “practical knowledge”, or orientations. 

Similarly, Clandinin and Connelly’s (1999) noted a bewildering array of terms for teacher 

beliefs such as “teachers teaching criteria,”  “personal construct,” “theories,” 

“epistemologies,” “teachers’ conceptions,” “practical knowledge” in addition to 

Clandinin (1986) own term “personal practical knowledge.”   As a construct teacher 

beliefs does not lend itself to easy empirical investigation and therefore has been seen 

as the domain of philosophy.  

  Three research studies (Guskey, 1988; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992) reiterated the 

necessity of studying teacher beliefs and knowledge as a source of understanding the 

relationship between teachers’ sense of efficacy and their instructional effectiveness.  

The study on implications of research on teacher beliefs by Kagan, (1992) narrowed the 

focus of studies examining a particular academic content.  According to her analysis of 

these studies, most of the academic content work with teacher beliefs and knowledge is 

done in reading, mathematics, and science.   Studies done in mathematics where 

teachers’ conceptual knowledge was strong revealed that they were capable of 

modifying textbooks and treating them as a resource, but those who had a lack of such 
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conceptual knowledge relied more heavily on ready-made materials (Grossman, Wilson, 

& Shulman, 1989).  Pajares (1992) concurred, noting that teachers often teach course 

content according to their knowledge of the content.   

 Kagan (1992) describes teacher’s knowledge in three different ways: in context 

(related to specific groups of students), in content (related to particular academic 

material), and in person (embedded in a teacher’s belief system).  In Pajares’s (1992) 

quest to unravel the elusive definition of teacher beliefs, he underscored the 

fundamental difference between beliefs and knowledge: Belief is always based on 

evaluation and personal judgment, whereas knowledge is based on evidence, and 

observed facts.  As such belief is viewed as knowledge of a sort.  As individuals grow, 

and incorporate others’ ideas, their own beliefs are created and nurtured and generally 

endure, unaltered, unless they are deliberately challenged (Lasley, 1980).  However, 

Kagan’s (1992) study points out that pre-service teacher’s beliefs in a teacher education 

program are hardly ever challenged.  They are encouraged, given moral support, and 

thus grow increasingly become more comfortable in their beliefs. 

Beliefs require a gestalt shift to change while knowledge systems are subject to 

evaluation and critical examination.  Belief systems tend to be elusive and hard to define 

in contrast to knowledge systems that are well defined.  However, beliefs are more 

influential and better indicators of human behavior.  All in all, as Fenstermacher (1979) 

pointed out a belief system is an important psychological construct, yet it has not 

received much attention in educational practice or in research endeavors. 
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Pajares (1992) argued that little will be achieved if we study teacher beliefs but 

do not look at relationships between teacher beliefs and effective practices and 

knowledge and student outcomes.  He surmised that the study of beliefs is critical to 

education precisely because, as Kagan (1992) concluded, “the more one reads studies 

on teacher belief, the more strongly one suspects that “this piebald of personal 

knowledge lies at the very heart of teaching” (p. 85).   Guskey (1988) sought to study 

teacher efficacy through three variable constructs: nature of the student performance 

outcome (positive or negative), the ability of students involved (high or low), and the 

scope of influence.  Data was gathered from 114 elementary and secondary experienced 

teachers from three school districts, through perceptual and attitudinal self-reports.  

The results showed that the first two constructs, nature of student performance 

outcome and the ability of students had a direct impact on teacher efficacy and 

instructional efficiency.   In contrast, the third variable scope of influence only proved 

interactive when the outcome was negative.  Guskey (1988) agreed with Pajares (1992) 

that teachers with a higher sense of efficacy will grow, incorporating others’ ideas.  

Finally, Kagan’s (1992) study made interesting parallels of problem solving in 

teaching to creativity and suggested that professional growth is personal and unique.  

Kagan’s study pays attention to largely ignored or minimally addressed issues, such as 

longitudinal studies on how teacher beliefs evolve and how a teacher’s personal 

pedagogy develops over a period of time. These are venues for future research. 
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Teachers’ beliefs about writing have a profound effect on their students’ style of 

writing, how students build their identities as writers, and what they consider as good 

writing (Flint & Cappello, 2003).   Researchers claim that teachers’ epistemic beliefs 

directly affect their instruction and that they make instructional decisions in accordance 

with their orientations (Deryakalu, 2004).  However, any discussion on teacher 

education should encompass teacher beliefs because of the powerful influence these 

beliefs exert on teachers’ ability to be open to new ideas, and professional workshops, 

or to be resistant to any change (Ongen, 2003).  My study focuses its attention on one 

writing teacher’s knowledge and self-efficacy beliefs but more specifically on the 

teacher’s content beliefs about writing.  

Teacher knowledge.  Buehl & Fives (2009) pointed out the significance of 

studying teacher knowledge and ways of knowing as a growing field of research work.  

However, a lot of this research has been focused on students’ beliefs at various grade 

levels (Conley, Pintrich, Vekiri, & Harrison, 2004; Schommer, 1993).   Buehl & Fives’ 

(2009) study covered novice teachers, pre-service teachers, and practicing teachers.  

Thus, their results were highly significant to the teacher education courses as the 

findings spanned the entire spectrum.  The authors decided to use the same framework 

(growing body of work about individual beliefs and the nature of knowledge) in order to 

study students’ beliefs and teachers’ epistemic beliefs. Few studies have studied 

teachers’ epistemic beliefs, using the framework (growing body of work about individual 

beliefs and the nature of knowledge) even though it has been discussed in teacher 
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education and practice.   These studies have used interviews or questionnaires as data 

sources to study teachers’ beliefs about knowledge. The studies came to four different 

conclusions a) teachers’ beliefs are different and contextual (Olafson & Schraw, 2006; 

Yadav & Koehler,2007), b) instruction can bring about a change (Brownlee, Purdie & 

Boulton-Lewis, 2001; Gill Ashton, & Algina, 2004) c) how teacher education classes 

shaped their thinking (Ravindran, Greene, & Debacker, 2005) and d) may influence 

teaching practices (Sinatra & Kardash, 2004; Yadav & Koehler, 2007).   

Findings of the research study by Buehl &Fives (2009)  indicate that the pre-

service and practicing teachers hold a range of beliefs which  originated from six sources 

of  knowledge: those from formal education, formalized bodies of knowledge, 

observational learning, collaboration with others, enactive experiences, and self-

reflection.  In terms of stability of knowledge, participants felt that quality, amount, and 

direction of knowledge change with various aspects of knowledge (content, use and 

integration, knowledge of pedagogy and development).   These can be variously used 

for professional developmental purposes.  Once the beliefs of pre-service and practicing 

teachers are known, then new learning situations can be used to introduce and expand 

their learning curve.  However, some teachers might think the field based experience is 

the ultimate guide for what is required of them in terms of knowledge. Similarly, pre-

service teachers feel they can only get such experience when they student teach. 

Teacher educators can include more of field based projects in their courses to give the 

pre-service teachers more of those experiences found in the field.  With regards to the 
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sources of knowledge, Buehl & Fives (2009) found that more varied sources of 

information need to be considered and represented when considering beliefs within the 

domain of teaching knowledge.  Within the existing literature, the items designed to 

assess the source of knowledge attribute the role of authority as a source of knowledge, 

but in Buehl & Fives study individuals viewed teaching knowledge coming from 

individuals, and social experiences, and interactions.   Further, teaching knowledge 

could also come from personal experience, observation, collaboration, and reflection.  

Within epistemic literature a belief in authority is considered a naïve perspective 

whereas those coming from authority is a more sophisticated perspective. 

Although studying stability of teaching knowledge within the epistemic belief 

literature, researchers have not explored whether teachers believe that knowledge is 

stable or certain or receptive to change and how that affects their learning curves.  

Studies have been conducted to capture students’ beliefs.  For instance, when students 

felt knowledge was unchanging and stable, they scored below average scores (Hofer, 

2000) but when students felt knowledge was evolutionary in nature using strategic 

processing, they scored higher (Kardash & Howell, 2000). Additionally, students’ view of 

whether knowledge was permanent or transitory was based on their educational levels 

(Jehng, Johnson & Anderson, 1993).   In much the same way a study by Alexander, 

Murphy, & Woods (1996) gave insights on how teachers view teaching knowledge as 

different types of curricula change such as direct instruction and discovery learning.  

Some teachers may view these efforts as insignificant because the essential core of the 
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content remains the same, but others might perceive these changes as being 

revolutionary and embrace changes, eager to learn. 

Exploring literature about Teacher Education leads one to conclude that it 

encompasses teacher beliefs, which originate from teacher knowledge.  Teacher 

knowledge and beliefs are crucial for teacher effectiveness. Knowledge is the source of 

beliefs and the cause of change in belief systems brings about changes in the classroom.   

Pajares (1992) unraveled the distinction between beliefs and knowledge.  Beliefs are 

always based on evaluation and personal judgment, whereas knowledge is based on 

evidence and observed facts.  As such belief is viewed as knowledge of a sort.   As 

individuals grow, and incorporate others’ ideas, their own beliefs are created, and 

nurtured and generally endure, unaltered, unless they are deliberately challenged 

(Lasley, 1980).  However, belief systems tend to be elusive and hard to define in 

contrast to knowledge systems that are well defined.   Pajares (1992) argued that little 

will be achieved if we study teacher belief but do not look at relationships between 

teacher beliefs, and effective practices and knowledge and student outcomes. 

Historical Perspectives on Writing Instruction: Theory and 

Research 

While reading through books and research studies to gain an understanding on 

teachers of writing instruction, I recommend a wide lens perspective through which to 

examine both theory and research.  This research covered a span of eighteen years, from 

1997 to 2014.  Most of the studies were conducted in professional settings of school and 
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university except a few which had been carried out both at home and school.  The grade 

levels covered by the research studies ranged from grade first to 12th grade and beyond.  

 To gain a wide lens perspective, I traced the history of writing instruction from 

the times it was viewed as a product to those years when writing was seen as a process 

and studied through its various components of Writing Workshop, community of writers, 

and conferencing.  Even though as a researcher I have my study on teachers’ writing 

beliefs and their classroom instruction I observed how a number of factors influenced 

writing instruction in the classroom.  My literature review includes studies related to 

teachers’ beliefs as related to their subject matter, teachers as writers, effect of 

assessment on writing instruction, assessment practices used by teachers, teachers’ social 

practices, and the influence of the digital age upon writing.   

Traditional orientation of writing as a product.  The earliest writing 

instruction which Graves recalls in his book (1994) A Fresh Look at Writing comes out of 

the response of his Professor: “Please change your typewriter ribbon-D+”.  It had thirty 

six errors pointed out in grammar and punctuation but had made no comment on the 

content at all.  This event occurred in Graves school days during the 1950s and the 1960s 

when grammar was the major focus identified as writing (Yancey, 2009)—Writing itself, 

in the early twentieth century had little if any status or identity apart from handwriting.  

The grading incident was the compelling force on Graves choosing an academic career.  

He vowed to be sensitive to the content of students’ writing and not merely the externals 

of their writing.   
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A few years later in 2004, another teacher, Jill (Bintz & Dillard, 2004) recounted a 

somewhat similar experience:  

I always struggled with writing in school.  It wasn’t fun.  Teachers’ red 

marked my papers because of poor handwriting.  They never got to the 

content of my feelings or stories because of clerical matters like 

handwriting, commas, and dangling participles.  The bottom line was that 

they didn’t read what I wrote.  I only remembered two teachers in all of 

my schooling who took time to care about me as a writer (p. 112).  

 This shows that even though there is a considerable time difference between the 

two experiences, we still are in the same state with little progress.  In both these 

experiences writing was not taught but it was understood by the teacher to be a given, 

student work was graded for mechanics and returned.   Emphasis in writing was on the 

final product, not the process that went into its development (Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). 

However, Graves (1983) recognized all the following characteristics of writing: 

spelling, handwriting, grammar, punctuation, reports, fiction writing, poetry, and essays.  

Much earlier George Hillocks had promoted composition as a means for improving 

handwriting, not as Graves would later view it as a vehicle of expression for using writing 

to think, to apply analogies in his writing. 

In 1945, Horace Mann stressed testing students on paper rather than orally.  

Writing on paper gave them a chance to pen down their thoughts by thinking rather than 
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having to speak on the spur of the moment.  This started the much maligned writing as a 

testing genre even though it served as a stopgap measure to answer the problem of 

verifiability of results.  However, another problem arose that needed to be addressed 

soon: a majority of the students at the college level failed the writing tests.  This happened 

at Harvard, whose administration addressed it by offering composition courses.  The next 

obstacle was the lack of teachers who could teach such a course, for few possessed 

degrees in writing to do so. There was no theoretical and pedagogical research 

background for writing.  It was not given its due and was considered an ancillary tool used 

for testing purposes.   Moreover, it was not given its own curricular status such as reading 

or other disciplines.   

As Squire (2003) later pointed out in his history of the profession:  

 As recently as 25 years ago, half of the nation’s high school teachers of 

English had not studied composition beyond freshman composition, and almost 

no elementary teacher had formally studied language development or the 

teaching of writing.  For the development of such teachers College Composition 

and Communication in 1949 within NCTE (National Council of Teacher Education) 

has done some good work (Handbook of Research on teaching the English 

Language Arts, p. 6). 

  It was in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, that one could trace the emergence of process 

writing and its situatedness across the curriculum, starting with the language arts. 
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  Progressive orientation of writing as a process. It was during 1970s, and 

1980s that process writing emerged made famous by Janet Emig and Lucy Calkins and 

Nancie Atwell and Donald Graves.  The focus was to learn from students’ compositions.  

In the writing process Graves outlined that the teacher had an innate belief that children 

could write. The conditions that encourage good writing (Graves, 1994) are visible in 

many classrooms, offering children time to write, and topic choice as well as opportunities 

to share their work and to benefit from teachers’ demonstrations of writers’ craft.  He 

opined that teachers miss out the surprises when they do not let children write.  Both 

teachers and children control the craft where the labor intensive period of hard work is 

made joyful by making new discoveries.  Through this process the teacher and student 

brainstorm their ideas, make personal choices, draft, and confer with each other and the 

teacher (Calkins; 1986, Graves, 1983; Willis, 2001).  “The voice is the dynamo of the 

writing process, the main reason for writing in the first place” (Graves, 1983, p. 31).  The 

writing process encourages the use of invented spellings.  We know that children have 

taken hold of the craft if they write and rewrite to suit their “intended meaning” and take 

ownership of their writing.  Revision is an important part of the process as students make 

pertinent choices and retain ownership of their drafts.  Murray (2009) in his work, The 

Essential Don Murray: Lessons from America’s Greatest Writing Teacher, talks about the 

purpose of learning from the writing: “the writer listens for evolving meaning” (p. 10) 

within the piece of writing.  Murray believed that the writing process is about rehearsing, 

drafting, or revising, ---a continuous forward and a backward movement.  The writing 

process, as presented by Graves et al., (1983), includes Writing Workshop, an interactive 
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approach to writing which, in turn, leads to establishment of a community of writers who 

receive feedback from their teachers and peers through effective conferences. 

Writing Workshop.  Writing Workshop is a participative approach in which the 

students take part in learning how to become better writers.  They lay emphasis on 

“making drafts, rehearsing, revising, and finally editing” (Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983).   

Students are encouraged to select topics of personal interest from their everyday lives, 

have real audiences for their writing, and through this engagement understand the 

conventions of written English.  Teacher and peer conferencing closely guide the students 

through this endeavor (Jasmine & Weiner, 2007).  As a process, the teacher and the 

student participated in a workshop where they conferenced about the draft together and 

with peers. 

Community of writers.  The concept that writers should form a community took 

shape in Graves’ (1983) writing.   He recommended that teachers need not be expert 

writers while writing with children, and that a major advantage when teachers write with 

children as learning and growing together in searching for meaning within writing 

established a healthy environment. He advocated “modeling provides many 

opportunities for choice and for a wide range of development within the classroom 

(pg.no. 49).”  Furthermore, the class became a close knit community where each 

participant learned about the “growing funds of facts about each” and the members of 

the class helped and modeled for each other.  Murray (2009) talked about this in the same 

vein, “Writing is contagious.  It is almost impossible to resist the desire to write in your 
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own voice, of your own concerns, when you are part of a supportive writing community” 

(p. 20). 

Conferencing.  Graves (1983) outlined the procedure for Conferencing in his book, 

Writing: Teachers and Children at Work: “the teacher listens orally and to written words 

and focuses on their content rather than the correctness of early drafts.  She helps him to 

expand intelligently as the teacher at first listens and then asks him questions relevant to 

his intention to write in the first place.”   Conferencing is a highly skilled task that we 

educators need to know more about in order to build understandings about conference 

alternatives for children of differing grade levels, needs and abilities (Dahl & Freeman, 

1998).  While teachers are encouraged to co-discover and coach all learner writers, 

variations in conferencing can and should occur if teachers are to meet the needs of 

writers with widely differing experiences and skill bases (Glasswell, 1999).  Just as Atwell 

(2002) wanted to conduct a writing conference without directly teaching the writer,   I 

too as a teacher researcher was very eager to observe and learn how that took place 

without usurping a student’s personal identity and thoughts and yet be able to gently 

guide him in the direction he wanted to go in (Nigam, 2011).  Researchers (Murray, 2008; 

Graves, 2004) have stressed Conferencing to be done in a one-on-one communication, or 

at most, restricted to a small group.  In a study I conducted in a fourth grade classroom, 

conferencing was done between the teacher and her group of 20 students (9 girls and 11 

boys) as compared to the one-on-one or small group conferencing usually preferred.  This 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

41 

 

was a miniature realistic model of conferencing carried on in the classroom, and is called 

Collaborative Conferencing (Nigam, 2011). 

Thus, writing Instruction has taken two forms since 1950: first a product and later 

as a process.  As a product the teacher focused on correcting grammar and punctuation 

and neglected the content.  Decades later, as the writing paradigm shifted, the writing 

process emerged around the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s and its major proponents were 

Janet Emig and Lucy Calkins and Nancie Atwell, and Donald Graves.  My research study is 

informed by the progressive orientation of writing as a process. 

Research on Teachers’ Classroom Writing Instruction  

The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future conducted a broad 

investigation of student success, examining studies covering a wide variety of factors 

(Darling-Hammond, 1996).  It concluded that what matters most in educating the children 

is the quality of the classroom teacher.  The focus of this study is teacher beliefs and 

knowledge about writing which undergird her classroom writing instruction.  A number 

of factors influence classroom writing instruction and its efficacy.  While I know there are 

more influences on classroom writing instruction, my locus of interest will be on how 

teachers’ beliefs and knowledge of the writing process influence their assessment 

practices, and their writing instructional practices.  It is also imperative to understand 

how teachers use digital literacy in writing instruction, a nod to how drastically technology 

has changed literacy practices.  Thus, a literature review in each of these areas will 

highlight past research findings and indicate areas that new research may contribute. 
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Teacher self-efficacy beliefs and writing instruction.  Important 

synergy exists between teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and their writing instruction.  

Teachers focus their instruction on what they value (Calkins, 1994; Smith, 1994; Bintz & 

Dillard, 2004; Ray, 2006). They make a far greater difference than any methodology 

(Graves, 1983, 1994; Atwell, 1998; Rief, 1992). Smith concurs, stating “this is an 

environment of demonstrations not just of, this is the way to do things but these are the 

things that can be done” (1982, p. 201).  It is the researcher’s understanding that self-

efficacy beliefs very specifically related to a subject become stronger as the teacher 

comes in contact with knowledge that seeks to present a viewpoint hitherto unrevealed 

and a aha moment transpires, leading to a change in belief. 

Unfortunately, studies of teachers’ theoretical orientations and teaching self-

efficacy in connection with writing are limited.  Few researchers who have explored these 

issues Graham, Harris, Fink, and McArthur (2003) pointed out that often what is 

overlooked in most research studies is the interaction between teachers’ skills and 

knowledge and their beliefs. Graham et al., (2003) noted how disconcerting that a 

concept of such importance as teaching of writing has been largely ignored.  More 

recently, Troia, Lin, Cohen & Monroe (2011) examined studies on self-efficacy beliefs and 

writing  by utilizing a mixed method study  on teachers who used the Writing Workshop 

approach for one academic year. The study results showed that the teachers exhibited 

high self-efficacy and showed consistency in using Writing Workshop within their 

classrooms, but showed variability in classroom management techniques, student 
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engagement strategies and instructional supports. Four of the six teachers studied 

showed less capacity to overcome obstacles they were presented with, and the 

researchers identified these as with poor writers. In contrast, teachers with high self-

efficacy had good instructional strategies to handle students with problems especially 

students who are struggling.  To a larger degree these teachers’ beliefs aligned with their 

instructional practices, an important factor because teachers’ beliefs influence student 

learning and achievement, as they serve models for writing and  teach writing (Pajares, 

Johnson, & Usher, 2007).  The study calls for further research of classroom writing 

instruction and for examining links between instruction and other variables, such as 

teaching efficacy.  

 In another mixed methods research  though the author labels it as a qualitative 

design work, Seban (2008) investigated three third grade elementary school teachers’ 

writing classrooms in Turkey to understand the relationship between their beliefs and 

their instructional strategies.  The study also took into consideration teachers’ 

professional background and the type of institution (public or private) they belonged to.  

Data collection methods were primarily interviews and observations, and using the 

teachers’ orientation scale to study teacher beliefs and teacher writing practices 

(Graham, Harris, MacArthur & Fink, 2003).  Exploratory factor analysis and validity criteria 

analysis were used.  Results showed that teachers had varying perspectives within the 

same orientation (traditional or progressive). There was also a contradiction between 

teachers’ beliefs and their instructional practices which were very often skill based.  
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However, the researcher stated that the curriculum changed to more progressive view of 

education while that was not discussed in the light of writing practices. Seban (2008) 

opines that the state’s education department should have undertaken some professional 

workshops to educate the teachers about the more proactive and progressive view of 

writing so teachers could implement it in their classrooms.  

Some research studies were conducted with the belief that teacher self-efficacy 

and its correlation to writing is a measureable concept on researcher developed scales 

and rubrics. Prominent among these quantitative studies were by Graham, Harris, Fink, 

and McArthur (2001), Lavelle (2006) and Taylor (2008).  They explored the relationship 

between teacher self-efficacy and writing instruction with differing teacher efficacy and 

writing scales. Another important study was conducted by Pajares, Johnson, & Usher 

(2007) to determine the underlying sources for developing self-efficacy and its correlation 

to writing development for their students.  Taylor’s (2008) research study explored the 

relationship between teacher efficacy and their beliefs and their orientations towards 

writing.  Grounded in social cognitive theory, the study also investigated possible 

differences between teachers with low, medium, and high self-efficacy towards writing, 

their writing orientations and beliefs about writing.  Correlations were found between 

these variables and personal characteristics.  The self-efficacy was measured by Teacher 

Efficacy Scale for Writing (TESW), and Writing Orientation Scale (WOS) and Teacher 

Writing Scale (TWS).  The results from ANOVA and Scheffe pointed to a major discrepancy 

between teachers with high and self-efficacy in writing.   However, clear differences and 
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correlations call for future research using self-efficacy in writing instruction.  On the other 

hand, Lavelle (2006) studied the correlation between teachers’ self-efficacy and their 

writing performance. She felt that even though self-efficacy was a well-supported 

concept, little was known about in-service teachers’ self-efficacy as writers and, 

specifically, its connection to writing performance.  This study was a preliminary 

examination of the relationship between self-efficacy and writing performance. The low-

self efficacy scale (Lavelle & Guarino, 2003) which measures adults’ beliefs regarding 

writing competence, was administered to 64 teachers who were enrolled in an academic 

writing graduate course and who were required to write an academic research paper.  

Two rubrics were used to evaluate the writing samples: a holistic rubric measuring the 

overall writing competence and a deep and surface rubric evaluating the writing 

structure, audience and personal involvement. The results showed a correlation between 

writing quality as evaluated by the rubrics and the low self-efficacy scales.  Further, they 

support the relationship between self-efficacy and writing performance as measured by 

both rubrics.  While the studies done by Graham, Harris, Fink, and McArthur (2001), 

Lavelle, (2006) and Taylor (2008) were on teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, the one 

conducted by Pajares, Johnson, & Usher (2007) sought to understand the underlying 

sources for developing self-efficacy and were studied in relation to writing development 

for students. The research was significant in self-efficacy research as none had been done 

in the area of writing even though writing provided a foundation for academic subjects 

across the curriculum.  Teachers’ beliefs influence student learning and achievement as 

they may serve as writing models depending on how they teach writing.  Findings from 
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the Pajares, Johnson, & Usher (2007) study stated that students’ mastery experiences 

were greatly responsible for their progress as writers with increasing self-efficacy. 

Teachers as writers.  According to Graves (1983, 1994), both Atwell and Rief 

recognized that the teacher made a far greater difference than any methodology.  He was 

thankful to the New Hampshire Writing project for showing him how important it was for 

teachers to write.  In his book:  

 Writing: Teachers and Children at Work, (1983), Graves noted that, “the teaching 

of writing demands the control of two crafts, teaching and writing.  They can 

neither be avoided, nor separated.  The writer who knows the craft of writing can’t 

walk into a room and work with students unless there is some understanding of 

the craft of teaching.  Neither can teachers who have not wrestled with writing, 

effectively teach the writer’s craft” (p. 6).  

He thanked Tom Newkirk for showing him how important it was for teachers to write.  

Graves reiterated that “we simply can’t teach writing if we haven’t experienced the 

process as well as the joy of fashioning a text for our peers” (p. 89).   Graves further opines, 

“I find that teachers who write themselves as well as write along with their students 

provide much greater flexibility and understanding” (p. 90).  Troia, Lin, Cohen & Monroe 

(2011) studied six writing teachers who had received an intensive professional 

development in writing instruction from a nonprofit organization, and their study 

highlighted “the relevance of teachers’ own writing behaviors and attitudes” (p. 155). 
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Research examining teachers as writers can be divided into those which focus on 

educators who are self-taught as writers and those which look at the input of professional 

development for writing teachers.  Several researchers (Coia &Taylor, 2001; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005; Cremin, 2006; Watts & Thompson, 2008) with the exception of Brooks 

(2007) stress the necessity of teachers being writers themselves to become good teachers 

of writing.  They further advocated that teachers as writers should be co-writers with 

students in the process of composing.   Graves (1983) agreed stating that teachers, “who 

have not wrestled with writing, do not effectively teach the writer’s craft” (Graves, 1983, 

p. 6).  He further recommended more research for studying teachers who have sustained 

opportunities to write and its effect on classroom instruction.  Researchers such as Watt 

& Thompson (2008), Cremin (2006), and Coia &Taylor (2001) echoed these feelings 

strongly and provided research that support such findings.  Coia & Taylor (2001) formed 

a writing community which helped bridge gaps between different hierarchical groups and 

provided support for teachers’ writing at various levels.  The setting was an informal 

partnership between a small liberal arts college and a local public school.  The theoretical 

framework used was the autobiography. The group used auto ethnographic 

collaboration, a powerful means of writing democratically, in order to establish a critical 

dialogue and to develop personal narratives.  The freedom to write freely with a group 

provided these educators much needed catharsis, and the teachers went back to their 

classroom rejuvenated by the support they had derived from the group.  This experience 

impacted the teacher participants’ understanding of themselves as professional 

educators and writers.  Cremin’s study (2006) was part of a larger study comprised of 16 
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English primary teachers. This paper spotlighted the discomfort of three teachers who 

were not prone to taking risk and who were ambiguous about their ability to write.  

Cremin used the theoretical framework of writing process (Graves, 1983; Calkins, 1994).  

The study had important pedagogical implications: she reported that “in order to support 

children’s creative development as writers, teachers needed extended opportunities to 

engage artistically and creatively as writers themselves” (p. 415).  This opportunity 

transformed teachers’ instructional practices:  they were more tolerant of students’ 

developmental writing problems and offered compassionate support.  Cremin (2006) 

called for more research and support for teachers regaining their positions as “co-

participants”, “creative practitioners” because she purported these opportunities as 

having every conceivable potential to energize practice and classroom instruction. Yet 

another study reinforcing these ideas was that of Watts & Thompson (2008) which looked 

at  three outstanding teachers of writing instruction, a study in which “each of the 

teachers believed they grew as a writer and connected their experiences about writing to 

instruction” (p. 63).   The setting was a master-of-instruction cohort class of thirty-one 

teachers in a university.  The theoretical framework used was that of naturalistic inquiry 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2002).  The recommendations of this study dovetailed 

those of Cremin (2006).  They encouraged teachers to experiment, take risks and extend 

their own growth as writers.  After having experienced writing in a personal way, the 

teachers could stand objectively and study meta-cognitively their writing to gain 

important insights in the process of writing.  However, the authors (Watts and Thompson, 

2008) encouraged more research that integrates such opportunities and latest in writing.  
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More importantly, Norman and Spencer (2005) emphasize the need for writing course 

work to be included as part of teacher certification in all states across the country.  They 

state that often in literacy instruction, writing pedagogy is part of the reading competency 

requirements for teachers. While reading and writing connections are often encouraged, 

generally there is a major discrepancy in course work emphasis for reading and writing 

(National Writing Project, 2003).  Taking matters in their hands they advocated the use of 

creative or personal writing for making teachers connect to the writing process.  Norman 

& Spencer (2005) aimed to develop awareness for writing in their pre-service teachers by 

making them active participants, looking at writing meta cognitively, and gaining insights 

for writing instruction.  The setting was a regional university in Southern California and 

involved 59 pre-service teachers, two cohorts as the participants.  The theoretical 

perspective adopted was the socio cognitive perspective (Bakhtin, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978).  

One of the important findings of this study was the preference of personal or creative 

writing by the pre-service teachers to help in developing their writing skills. 

Although Brooks’  (2007) research study also sought to investigate and understand 

how teachers’ self-perception as readers and writers influenced their reading and writing 

instructions,  this study emphasized that other factors, such as students’ needs were of 

far more consequence rather than teacher’s own writing ability. Four fourth grade 

teachers from different states participated in a qualitative study by which data was 

primarily collected through email or telephone.  Brooks relied upon field notes from 

classroom observations of other researchers to understand the reading and writing 
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connections.   However, taking help from field notes collected by other researchers has 

its limitations.  First, the perspective of one person who may not have any background in 

writing differs from one who does.  Second, everyone has their own short hand methods 

at times writing sketchily in order to capture data which may be incomprehensible to 

another. Nonetheless, Brooks (2007) findings indicated factors, other than teachers’ own 

reading and writing habits, which influenced their teaching.  The teachers in this study 

strongly felt that they should know and support their students’ needs rather than 

showcase their reading and writing abilities.   

Reflection on self as a writer.  There are two studies which are reflections of 

teachers who are educators and writers; they were part of a National Writing Project.  The 

first, Houston (1997), noted the power of story in her reflections on her experiences with 

the genre. She recognized the story as an effective teaching tool in her teaching of college 

students.  Houston recounted her experiences successfully using the narrative structure 

in working with freshmen, in remedial college classes with in-service teachers, and in 

training Howard County teachers.  She explored the oral tradition of family stories and 

the use of narratives in teaching other forms of written discourse, such as writing for 

expository purposes and in developing research papers.  The students went through all 

the stages of the writing process to ready their papers for publication.   A second 

reflection study by Paley (1989) made a case that each teacher can be a writer if he/she 

makes sense of his/her classroom by listening to what students say and by documenting.   

She was a part of the Center for the Study of Writing Seminar series at Berkeley, California, 
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in 1989.  Her recommendation was to preserve written journals and letters of one’s 

classroom for analysis.   Her writing journal was full of the stories told in her classroom by 

her students, which she then incorporated into her classroom teaching.  Paley strongly 

stressed the importance of the teacher as an avid listener to her students’ tales.  The third 

study, by Fleisher (2004), is a reflection paper that chronicles the ways in which 

professional development may change teachers’ beliefs.  The author, herself, went 

through a transformation process as a writer, and then worked to make a sound 

professional intervention program for teachers.  The critical questions that teachers faced 

was their transformation of the self as a writer.   Through writing themselves and 

participating in the professional development workshop, Fleisher’s participant teachers 

chose a writing strategy that was in congruence with their beliefs.   The teacher then 

decided which strategies to use to in order to meet the needs of their learners.  Believing 

in practitioner research, the author expected the teacher to put the chosen strategy into 

her classroom use and study the effect of that strategy on the writing of a single student.  

The final step was to reflect on what had been learned by this process by sharing it with 

others, thereby creating a community. 

 Teachers’ assessment practices used in writing.   By assessment 

practices identified in these studies refer specifically to assessment in writing.   In order 

to understand the influence of high-stakes testing on the classroom instruction of 

teachers, it was imperative to review the research studies focused on the assessment 

practices of teachers’ in writing classrooms.  It was imperative to look at how writing was 
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taught to better understand how teaching is directly affected by testing. Wolf (1993) 

recommended that a knowledgeable teacher forms the foundation of informed 

assessment.  Keeping the recommendation in mind, this researcher sought to study 

teachers’ assessment practices in writing.  Six research studies (Davis & Neitzel, 2011; 

Mcmillan, Mryan & Workman, 2002; Mertler 2000; Wilcox, Anstead, & Black; 1997; Wolf 

& Gearhart, 1997) were reviewed in this area. 

Suggestions and findings in assessment practices research have been as diverse 

as the types of research conducted.  They vary in classrooms across the three levels 

(elementary, middle & high schools).  Researchers have suggested new writing reforms 

(Wolf & Gearhart, 1997) to teachers using more alternative practices across all levels 

especially in the intermediate and higher grades (Mertler, 2000).  However, the study 

strongly suggested that teacher preparation courses should restructure their 

assessment courses to meet the needs of teachers (k-12) according to the grade levels.  

Most teachers confess that they learn assessment practices on the job rather than in 

their teacher preparation courses.  While Mertler’s (2000) study underscores the 

problem of restructuring of courses at the teacher preparation course level, Wilcox, 

Anistead, & Black’s (1997) study worked at the foundation level and explored the 

collaboration between Brigham Young University (BYU) and Utah School districts in 

opening a writing center.  Here the pre-service teachers enrolled in the methods of 

teaching language arts classes used formative assessment measures in a school setting.  

Everything went smoothly except when they dealt with intermediate grades, who used 
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more summative assessments.  These findings are in contrast to Mertler’s (2000), who 

felt the higher the grade level, the greater the tendency for teachers to use their own 

assessments (Stiggins & Bridgeford, 1985).   Marso (1997) noted that secondary 

teachers used more alternative type of assessments rather than elementary teachers. 

Mcmillan, Mryan, & Workman (2002) in examining the types of assessment practices 

followed by two middle school teachers, utilized   three different types of assessment 

practices: constructed responses such as projects, essays, and presentations; objective 

assessments and teacher- made assessments.  Nonetheless, teacher participants also 

showed a tremendous dependence on publisher made tests.   A major lacunae 

highlighted by the study was that teachers needed training in the evaluation of 

assessments, their own as well as teacher made.   A major recommendation of the study 

was that teachers be trained to integrate assessment meaningfully in instruction.  Davis 

& Neitzel (2011) also documented a shift from teacher-centered assessment practices to 

student-centered self-assessment.  The researcher believed that self-regulation 

strategies would help students’ better monitor, evaluate and direct their own learning 

(Winnie, 1995; Zimmerman, 1990).   Additionally, SRL would help students to be 

independent learners and possess problem solving skills. Winnie (1995) & Zimmerman 

(1990) found that teachers had a very complex idea of classroom assessment and often 

their practices did not support students’ self-regulation of learning.  The educators 

studied believed in summative assessment and they looked towards the end product as 

worthy of assessment.  In part, such a belief was founded on having tangible data which 

satisfy numerous stakeholders in the school and community.  
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 Effect of teachers’ social practices and culture on writing. Based upon 

their beliefs, teachers see reading and writing practices differently, which then leads to 

varying views of literacy.  For example, one popular belief of teachers is that there is more 

to teach than time to teach it.  Therefore, the teacher must be mindful to what she 

devotes her instructional time to.  According to Harste (2001) and Edelsky (1999), other 

teachers viewed reading as a value-laden, social practice.  This preference for social 

practice expressed not only indicated what  teachers valued about reading but also they 

wanted their students to value.  These social literacy practices operated on an intense 

level where they explored the social and cultural forces that influenced them (Lewis, 

1993; 2000).  Like Dillard & Bintz (2004), I am interested in extending the social practice 

perspective to writing used by teachers by assuming a reflective practitioner point of 

view.   

Modeling and self-regulation within the context of the Writing Workshop. When 

teachers serve as a writing model, “students gain valuable insight into the writing process 

as they watch their teachers select a topic, plan, write, revise, and edit” (Rickards & 

Hawes, 2004, p. 68). 

 Studies by Ganske, Monroe, & Strickland (2003) focused on 191 practicing 

teachers’ usage of strategies about struggling readers and writers. These included 

modeling, risk taking behaviors, and demonstrations, to encourage writers.  Teachers 

planned their lessons using the state curriculum. They gave students ample amount of 

time needed for beginning writers to write and responded (Ganske, Monroe & Strickland, 
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2003, Davis & Neitzel, 2011). This strategy is in sharp contrast to Quickwrite (Maloney 

1998), a strategic writing program that teaches students exactly how to brainstorm, plan, 

draft, and revise within brief time periods in the elementary grades (Hough, Hixson, 

Decker & Johnson, 2012).   In a similar vein, Rickards & Hawes, (2004) and Davis & Neitzel, 

(2011) discuss the role of teacher as a model using mini lessons to meet her students’ 

needs. The students elaborate on how teachers who were effective in influencing young 

writers were models who coached, conducted conferences, and set goals to illuminate 

the writing process at a deeper level.  They complimented, encouraged their students to 

self-assess, and they planned different strategies to meet students’ individual needs.  

Each of the teachers were consultants working within the parameters of the Writing 

Workshop to help students make intentional decisions, develop stamina, a clear vision, 

and a time for writing.  Such practices help develop sustained habits of thinking in their 

students (Ray, 2004). Jasmine & Weiner (2007) established that primary grade students 

are independent writers capable of revising and editing their drafts. The article discussed 

the strategies used of different teachers especially the ones who used target practice on 

a particular skill and children’s literature as mentor texts.  Teachers made common goals 

and motivated students’ self-efficacy when they complimented (Ray, 2004), or conducted 

celebrations like Authors’ Tea or Poets’ Picnic. Students valued teachers who provided 

time to write and gave deadlines, who valued content more than format, who used books 

as mentor texts, who developed a sense of community, who gave constructive response, 

who honored students personal writing aspirations, who appreciated creativity, and who 

declared writing to be cathartic rather than productive (Olthouse, 2012). These teachers 
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used work done by students as a means to guide their instruction.  Further, they used 

informal observations, rubrics, and made their assessments criteria clear to students.  

Students also self-assessed their writing.    Ganske, Monroe, & Strickland (2003) called for 

even more research work where teachers are encouraged to ponder and question, to 

know their students’ salient features, and to seek new ideas to solve their students’ 

problems.  The studies included participants from the primary grades to middle school 

and followed three different research designs:  quantitative, mixed method and 

qualitative. 

Using inquiry stance and authentic literacy activities. The inquiry stance leads to 

developing habits of mind, and a clear vision of writing.  This practice involves students 

who learn about writing, read critically, engage in the process of writing but also 

learn/utilize techniques of genre, form, and style, aligning writing close to life (Ray, 2006).  

In the reflective practitioner stance, the teacher always should look at her practices to 

derive understandings relative to the writing pieces she analyzes.  These understandings 

then inform her instruction.  Such deep engagement has the potential to bring about 

lasting changes in writing instruction and in the teacher herself.  Two studies, one by Bintz 

& Dillard (2004) and the second by Ray (2006), advocate the adoption of inquiry stance 

by teachers and students. The first study defines teachers as artists and reflective 

practitioners, constantly reviewing their social practices and deriving understandings to 

inform instruction.  Teachers are also artists who adopt an inquiry stance to problem solve 

creatively by self-reflecting on their teaching and classroom environments (Kagan, 1992).  
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Bintz & Dillard (2004) framed their study as a narrative and used the voice of Jill (the 

teacher who was the participant) who constantly enquired and intentionally questioned 

her teaching.   Taking her stance in an inquiry oriented form, Jill considered herself to be 

an artist as she wrote in an inquiry oriented form.  In this sense, teachers were artists who 

taught what they value.  In Kagan’s (1992) article she quotes Scardamalia & Bereiter’s 

(1986) research that suggests writers need to convert repetitive, unstructured problems 

into some sought of a venture with a personal challenge.   

An important way to instill inquiry stance within students is to use authentic 

literacy contexts.   Authentic activities are those that are used outside the school contexts 

for reading or writing.  Teachers integrated real life situations like removing a file cabinet 

from the center of the room to the end, saving a wilting plant, or setting up an aquarium 

(Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall & Tower, 2006).  These authentic literacy activities were used 

for reading and writing across genres and subject areas. The researchers were interested 

in understanding how students from second and third grade comprehended and 

composed informational and procedural texts in science.  Here, students wrote for an 

authentic audience and purpose. These required problem solving of scientific concepts 

and, as students later composed, they wrote readily for authentic audiences. However, 

setting up a real audience was a challenge for the teachers; here they needed an audience 

who read for communicative purposes and not for evaluative reasons.   As a result of this 

study the researchers recommended studies to be done in other subjects apart from 
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science and genres other than informational, procedural text, fictional narrative text, list, 

biography, personal letter writing, book reviews, and in higher grades.  

 Teachers Social Practices and Culture encompasses modeling, demonstrations, 

risk taking behaviors (Monroe & Strickland, 2003), minilessons (Rickhards & Hawes, 

2004), adoption of the inquiry stance (Bintz & Dillard, 2004, Ray, 2006), intentional 

decisions, vision, stamina, time for writing (Ray, 2004), revising and editing (Jasmine & 

Weiner, 2007), and authentic literacy activities for writing across genres (Informational 

text, Procedural text, Fictional narrative text, Personal letter, List, Biography, Book 

review) and subjects areas (science) (Duke et. Al, 2006). More research is needed on 

authentic literacy in Personal Narratives, Non-fiction, and Historical Fiction in connection 

with writing, extended to other subjects (other than science) (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall & 

Tower, (2006) and other strategies used by teachers of writing in their classrooms.  My 

study fills in the gap on authentic literacy practices in nonfiction genres. 

 Writing in the digital age.  According to Marsh and Singleton (2009), 

“Technology has always been an essential part of literacy.  In order to write, one needs 

tools and the nature of those tools inevitably shapes the writing process.  In order to read, 

one also needs  technology –paper, print, computer screen, etc.-on which to present text, 

and the nature of that technology inevitably influences the literacy experience” (p. 1).   As 

I read anecdotal accounts in literature and texts from other genres, it became clear to me 

that technology is changing literacy practices within school and at home in a fundamental 

way.  “In general the use of word-processing software has a positive effect on the 
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development of writing abilities, and particularly so for underachieving students” 

(Applebee & Langer, 2009, p. 6).  Thus, it becomes absolutely crucial for teachers to 

include digital literacy –in their classroom instruction.  To study teachers classroom 

writing instruction with regards to digital literacy, four studies were (Yancey, 2004; Black, 

2006; Bacci, 2008; Baker, 2009; Andes & Clagget, 2011) reviewed. 

Bacci (2008) cites Haswell & Blalock (2007) who advocate that computers can help 

with all phases of the writing process, from gathering or an idea to doing revision. Bacci 

(2008) supported usage of computers for writing in meaningful ways, especially students 

using digital technologies that they were familiar with.  Yancey’s (2004) study presented 

numerous example of high school students using hyperlinking, making digital portfolios 

and adding visuals to them.  Students also used the digital technology software to trace 

lacunae related to the writing process.  Reluctant writers took to writing as well when the 

writing included their using color, visuals, font size, and graphics. Writing became an 

enjoyable activity.  Students used emails to show the social nature of writing as they 

gathered peer feedback.  Bacci’s (2008) research outlined the history of technology use 

in the classrooms and pointed out that writing and power point presentations offered a 

unique way to think-talk-write and allowed students to revise in a beneficial and 

appealing way.  Microsoft Excel was used to create outlines of drafts with main points, 

and the students created hyperlinks to the main paper, which was a Microsoft word 

document.  Thus, the writing task was broken into steps and was not such a daunting task.  

However, Yancey (2004) implored the teachers not to be wedded to any particular digital 
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tool for one purpose, but to teach technological tools for unintended purposes, a purpose 

Donald Leu called envisionment. 

The study by Black (2006) explored how concepts of second language acquisition, 

culture, literacy, media studies and technologies helped a young ELL student  in learning 

language and improved her as a writer.  Here the issue of identity was explored as a fluid 

construct, something that developed over a span of time, when the ELL student 

participated in a fan community.  Her identity was constructed when she interacted 

through popular culture and technology with fans across the globe who belonged to 

different cultures and brought different literacies.  In the process of writing for anime fan 

fiction or for something more meaningful, i.e., writing about her culture helped develop 

her into a more serious writer.  The ELL student also had to read more, which 

strengthened her identity as an Asian female.   Another research study conducted by 

Andes & Clagget (2011) and titled, “A Writing Community”, focused on working on the 

written expression skills of special education and Title 1 students in standard second 

grade.  The participants were sixteen at- risk second grade students.  The students wrote 

stories in journals, wrote to penpals, even invited each other to virtual visits (between 

U.S-South Africa) wrote poetry, read and wrote biographies.  Students got opportunities 

to integrate reading and writing in meaningful activities and communicated regularly with 

their e-pals.  The students showed a remarkable achievement by being involved in 

meaningful activities and, by the end of the term, they were scoring at or above the grade 
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level.  The project developed by a technology teacher and a team of teachers received 

onsite support and met the immediate needs of the teachers.   

In my study the students used computers to gather data for their informational 

writing research project using the search engines such as google and net cracker. Once 

the draft of the informational writing research project was ready they word possessed 

those using laptops. All the students participated enthusiastically in using the computers 

including ELL and special education students. 

Research on Influence of High stakes testing on Writing 

Instruction: An Encumbrance 

Newkirk (2000) pointed out the menacing role of assessment in writing.  He 

summed up its negative impact as experienced by teachers: “Driven by state testing, 

teachers are being pulled toward prompt and rubric teaching that bypasses the human 

act of composing and the human gesture of response” (p. 41).  Wolf & Wolf (2002) 

reported that even though teachers used rubrics, this focus was never allowed to 

supersede the human act of composing.   The crux of the matter is that we need to treat 

teachers as professionals who can solve their classroom problems and not look towards 

testing to provide solutions.  Teachers need to facilitate reflection where writers are 

inquirers and researchers who consider the repercussions of their work, evaluate their 

implications, and measure the worthiness of their efforts (Tierney, 1998).  Five research 

studies (Wolf &Wolf, 2002; Shelton & Fu, 2004; Barone, 2006; Glasswell & Parr, 2009; 
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Wohlend, 2009, Burmi, 2012) were reviewed with regards to influence of high stakes 

testing on writing instruction. 

Balancing teaching writing and assessment. All the research studies 

were focused on teachers who were successful at balancing teaching writing and 

preparing their students for assessment. They helped prepare their students for testing 

without ignoring the power residing in “the richness of human composition” (Wolf & 

Wolf, 2002).  Students wrote for personal purposes in a Writing Workshop setting 

(Shelton & Fu, 2004).  The research by Wolf & Wolf (2002) focused on addressing five 

important points essential to sound theory and practice, balancing teaching and testing 

in writing.  These five points are understanding the criteria, analyzing various models, 

responding to others’ writing, reflecting on one’s own writing, and rehearsing the 

performance. The participants were six exemplary teachers of writing commended by 

their district.  The teachers observed and interviewed in this study created spaces for 

writing in their classrooms.  They asserted that in their classrooms there was not a single 

child who was a poor writer; all of them were good writers. Students talk about their 

successes and showed interviewers places where they had reconsidered their writing. 

They also exhibited good knowledge about genre, audience, and purpose.  Other study 

on the balance of teaching and testing was research conducted by Shelton & Fu (2004), a 

collaborative effort of a university researcher and a school teacher in forming a Writing 

Workshop where the students, twenty-nine fourth graders, could enjoy writing for 

personal purposes, rather than just writing to prepare for the test.  The teacher, did not 
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ignore the mandated assessment because the school’s funding depended on that.  

Findings indicated that the teacher, Nancy, balanced teaching writing and preparation for 

test taking.  She offered authentic experiences for writing to students.  The students used 

writing as an instrument for social change.  For instance, students challenged a pre-

existing rule that they must wear shoes with backs.  Afforded opportunities for real-world 

writing, Nancy’s students learned the process of writing and developed a genuine 

appreciation for it.  An important question that the teacher grappled with was this:  if 

good writers were also good test takers, then why couldn’t a teacher simply concentrate 

on helping her students become good writers? In the search for strategies that helped 

answer this question, Glasswell and Parr (2009) looked for best writing practices within 

writing for diverse students.  This was done through “teachable moments” and teacher-

student conferencing.  The researchers did stress that in order to have effective teachable 

moments, educators have to know where students are at that particular moment, where 

they need to go, and to be aware how their “talk” in class has  made a “meaningful 

scaffold” (Glasswell &Parr, 2009).  The researchers used talk as a useful resource for 

learners in the classroom and of great significance during these teachable moments.  

Another search for effective strategies was Wohlwend’s (2009) study of examples of 

emergent writing activity by a group of kindergarteners, studying actions of students and 

teachers through different lens discourse.  The important discourses prevalent were 

maturation, skills, intentionality, multimodal genre, and social practices.  Twenty five 

children in a public K-5 suburban school district were participants of this study.  Findings 

revealed that the “examination of dilemmas in discourses of learning to write, especially 
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at the primary levels, revealed that literacy assessment was a complex mix of intentional 

choices and unexamined compliance” (pg. 349).   A sound understanding of the different 

lenses across multiple discourses helped teachers see different choices and act 

strategically with greater awareness.   

The research study of Barone (2006) examined writing instruction for fourth 

graders in a high-poverty school where fourth-grade writing assessment was used to 

gauge writing proficiency across the state.  The descriptive qualitative study covered a 

span of one entire academic year, and the researcher documented writing instruction one 

day per week.  All the teachers and students at Howard Elementary were a part of the 

study.  Findings revealed that within the Writing Curriculum instruction often centered 

on test preparation through narrowly defined writing expectations. Both Wohlend (2009) 

and Burmi (2012) reconfirmed Barone’s (2006) findings.  Barone’s study recommended 

professional development for teachers in writing instruction, an area which had been 

neglected because of the current focus on reading instruction.  Burmi’s (2012) research 

cited Smith’s (2003) concern that “teachers often enter the field inadequately prepared 

to teach this cardinal component of their subject matter due to preparation programs 

that do not always give abundant instruction on how to teach writing.”   Her (Burmi’s) 

exploratory study examined the teaching of writing in a single public school through 

interviews with five of the school’s English teachers. The five English teachers were 

chosen for the research study due to their range in years of experience and their 

experience teaching multiple grade levels and at both standard and honors level classes. 
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The findings indicate that most of the teachers’ English majors were faced with the task 

of teaching writing with little or no preparation before they started teaching.   One of the 

teacher recounts her writing course as “pretty much useless practice of your own writing” 

included, all the teachers had few positive remarks about their teacher certification 

courses.  The teachers’ assignments and goals are reflections of their own experiences as 

writers because they express discontent with their training as writing teachers. The 

finding is definitely a cause of concern as these teachers’ careers advance or novice ones 

enter the field.   As Burmi (2012) emphasizes, “ If the test becomes more of an emphasis 

in this school district, then the void caused by a lack of formal training may be filled by 

the test’s objectives as delineated by the scoring rubric” (p. 72).  As teacher evaluation is 

tied to other indicators, and partially to the test scores, the introduction of Tennessee 

Educator Acceleration Model (TEAM) might possibly discourage teachers from teaching 

writing and encourage them to reach out for a formulaic approach to help students score 

well.   Again with the coming of CCSS writing might cause a loss of voice for students as 

they consider it as a chore to be done for a grade because teachers might teach to a 

format.  Burmi defines this kind of writing to be more “surface writing”, and described it 

as  be done with it and get on with life and searching for what’s the new format and how 

do I fit?” into it defeating the real purpose of writing.   

In my research study the teacher’s knowledge and beliefs were directly affected 

by high stakes assessment demands.  In both the semesters (fall and spring) she tried to 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

66 

 

balance meeting the needs of the test along with providing opportunities for authentic 

writing to her students. 

A Theoretical and Conceptual Framework for the Present Research 

Study  

The theories which contribute to this study include Socio Cognitive, Constructivism in 

Teacher Education, and Social Constructivism in Teacher Education. Other perspectives 

are Shulman’s sources of teacher knowledge, Kagan’s (1992) work on self-efficacy and 

content specific efficacy and Richardson’s (1996, 1997) role of experience and social.   

Socio Cognitive Theory.  Albert Bandura’s (1986) socio cognitive theory 

lends its support to this study and views human beings as the architect of their own 

future. They engage purposefully to bring about desirable changes in their lives.  In their 

chosen endeavor, humans are guided by their beliefs and knowledge to successfully 

implement the processes necessary to achieve success in their venture.  Bandura 

observes that individuals’ self-efficacy beliefs about themselves are crucial measure of 

control and convey an important sense of personal agency.  In the classroom the 

teacher’s beliefs and knowledge exercise a great degree of control in her instruction.  

Based on the teacher’s self-efficacy beliefs and the knowledge acquired, she models 

teaching and effective role modeling.  Such modeling reinforces and motivates students, 

and successful experiences determine future interactions.  For example, teachers’ 

modeling of thought processes or writing process has successful outcomes, it will be 

replicated because students learn and are motivated by observing effective learning 
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models.   Thus, from this stance, knowledge is constructed when the students endorse 

the learning in their belief systems. However, the teacher continues to be is one of the 

main agents in the classroom who contributes towards the self-efficacy beliefs of the 

students. 

Socio Cognitive Theory as applied to Writing. In accordance with socio cognitive 

framework, teachers need to be writers to be effective role models and to motivate 

students to write.  According to Graves (1983, 1994), both Nancy Atwell (1998) and 

Linda Rief (1992) recognized that the teacher makes a far greater difference than any 

methodology.  He felt indebted to the New Hampshire Writing project for showing him 

how important it is for teachers to write themselves.  In his book, Writing: Teachers and 

Children at Work (1983), he clearly states: 

 The teaching of writing demands the control of two crafts, teaching and writing.  

They can neither be avoided, nor separated.  The writer who knows the craft of 

writing can’t walk into a room and work with students unless there is some 

understanding of the craft of teaching.  Neither can teachers who have not 

wrestled with writing, effectively teach the writer’s craft (p.  6).  

  Graves reiterates the need for teachers to teach writing in order to experience 

the trials and tribulations attached with the process of writing.  As a consequence, those 

teachers who have experienced the joy of writing are more flexible and understanding 

while teaching the students.  In their book, Teaching the Neglected “R”, Newkirk and 

Kent (2007) interviewed Jeffrey Wilhelm, a professor of English and director of Boise 
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State Writing Project.  The following is an excerpt from Wilhelm encouraging teachers of 

writing to be writers themselves: “In the sociocultural theory teaching is apprenticeship, 

so you have to do what you teach; you have to model and mentor and monitor other 

people doing what you do.  At the least, we have to understand what good writers do” 

(p. 14). 

  Modeling and sharing by the teacher.   Graves (1983) advocates that teachers 

depict their choice of topics before the students.  Very often, “children believe that 

adults do not struggle with their writing, least of all about the choice of a topic” (p. 12).   

Graves (1983) also advocated that teachers should try to come up with at least four 

topics, since searching and then narrowing for one topic leads to convergent thinking.  

Tompkins (2003) agrees: “Teachers should write in front of students, creating the text, 

doing the writing, and thinking aloud about writing strategies and skills” (p. 16).   Graves 

(1983) further recommended that teachers read their own draft to the students and ask 

for their feedback.  This helps students to understand that sharing one’s draft helps. 

Scaffolding.  As to scaffolding, Graves (1983) recommended that teachers show 

what they mean rather than tell a child what to do.  Smith (1982) concurs “This is an 

environment of demonstrations not just of, this is the way to do things but these are the 

things that can be done” (p. 201).   

Revision. In Atwell’s (1998) in her book, In the Middle she recommends that 

teachers acknowledges the truth of the act of writing that “Good writers and writing 
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don’t take less time; they take more” (p. 92).  It is pertinent that our students know 

what real writers do and that writing takes time. 

Constructivism in Teacher Education. Constructivism is an epistemology, 

a theory of learning and meaning making. The theory offers an insight into the nature of 

knowledge and how individuals learn.  Its focus is on engaged and meaningful learning 

which is individual centered where they take ownership which, in turn, leads to their 

sustained learning.   Individuals learn through relevant experiences and knowledge is 

constructed by connections to their experiences.   Piaget (1969) opined that new 

knowledge emerges by integrating prior schemas and forming new constructs with 

them.  Thus, assimilation and accommodation take place.  Learning activities in 

Constructivism settings include discovery learning, which is often collaborative; has 

authentic learning contexts, critical thinking, discovery method of teaching, discussion, 

less direct instruction, inquiry based methods interactive, experimentation, modeling, 

KWL charts, and problem solving.  Tasks are project-based and experiential in nature 

and include cognitive scaffolding.  In Dewey’s concept of influential education, learning 

must engage with and enlarge experience.  Dewey believed that educators should use 

pedagogical methods that include exploration of thinking and reflection.  In this 

paradigm the teacher facilitates and supports the process of learning by monitoring and 

guiding.  In such a classroom the environment is democratic and learning and 

assessment lead to self-construction of knowledge.  Both process and product are 
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included and the student is intrinsically motivated when given to Initiative and to be an 

independent learner. 

Constructivism as applied to Writing.  In Writing Now (2008), National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) three important words to describe the writing processes 

students should engage in: holistic, authentic, and variable.  All three words fit exactly 

with the constructivist perspective of learning.  The Prevision stage of the writing 

process and the authorial choice are two important concepts and elements of the 

constructivist paradigm of learning. 

Prevision.  As an engaged student who decides to be a writer, the learner 

chooses his or her own topics.  The selection of these topics is based on personal 

experience from daily living.  As the topics are self-selected students take ownership for 

them.  They identify audience, function, and an appropriate form of the writing to use.  

This is the first stage of the writing process known as pre-writing and also called 

Prevision (Murray, 2009).   

Authorial choice.  Rief (1992) also argues for students’ exercise of choice.  In this 

way students can then express their voice by making sense of what is going on in their 

lives.  This involves their personal, professional, and the happenings in their immediate 

world.  Graves (2004) introduces the concept of “reading the world” (Freire, 1983), one 

in which the teacher examines the immediate world surrounding the children, where, in 

fact, “dramatic things are always happening” (p. 89).  He believes that writers who do 

not learn to select topics lose out on the strong link between voice and subject.  On the 
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other hand, if students choose topics wisely, they take ownership, show mastery and 

control of subject matter, and are proud of their achievement.  Ray (2004) recalls that 

the teacher in her study abets students in her classroom to select topics in thoughtful 

ways that matter to them.  In fact, choosing topics is an important part of a Writing 

Workshop.  In Murray’s words, “we should celebrate diversity rather than proficient 

mediocrity” (Rief, 1992).  Every individual child should be valued, and as educators we 

do that by listening to their voices telling about their writing and reading encounters.  

Therefore, even though the authorial choice is part of the Prevision stage, I chose to 

mention it separately because it represents central ideas of constructivism.   

The principal theoretical framework of influence on the instructional practices of 

classroom teacher of writing is the Socio Constructivism.  Social Constructivism, more 

than other theoretical frameworks, supports the writing process, and an accompanying 

number of concepts that compose the process:  community of writers, Writing 

Workshop, mentor texts, conferencing, sharing, revision, and the author’s chair.  Driven 

by this theory, every day a teacher’s schedule of teaching should include teacher 

instruction which provides scaffolding to the class.  The class is given a task to solve with 

peers using the zone of proximal development all of which helped them to become 

independent workers.  The classroom environment is culturally responsive and learning 

takes place through interaction in a social, collaborative setting.  In this manner an 

extension of understanding takes place within the students’ zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986).  
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Social Constructivism in Teacher Education.  Sociocultural perspectives on 

teaching and learning view knowledge as socially constructed (Berry, 2006).  

Sociolinguistics promotes both language and social interaction as central to learning.   

Vygotsky’s (1978) concepts of scaffolding and zone of proximal development are 

important ideas for envisioning the relationship between development and instruction.  

According to him, instruction precedes and leads to development:  

What a child can do in cooperation today he can do alone tomorrow. Therefore 

the only good kind of instruction is that which marches ahead of development 

and leads it: it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as at the ripening 

functions.  (p. 104) 

      Vygotsky (1978, 1986) theorized that students use language to learn 

through social interactions and experiences and that these help them to organize their 

learning and thought process.   Students in this class were given plenty of opportunities 

to interact, discuss and talk about their ideas to peers.  Additionally, the interactions 

help them to organize their learning and thought process.   The teacher understood that 

students use language to learn and share their experiences with each other.  Based on 

the understanding, she organized her instructional plans around group work and 

incorporated sharing of students’ responses.  The writing concepts such as community 

of Writers (Grave, 1983) also known as literacy club (Smith, 1983), conferencing, Writing 

Workshop, mentor texts, sharing, revision, author’s chair endorse the principles of 

sociolinguistic approach in their working.  Based on this understanding, the teacher 
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organizes her instructional plans around group work and incorporates sharing of 

students’ responses with each other.  The social practices used are culturally relevant 

pedagogy, multicultural literature, modeling, critical literacy, and apprenticeship 

(Tompkins, 2010).  Vygotsky observed that when classroom environment is culturally 

responsive and when learning takes place through interaction in a social, collaborative 

setting, an extension of understanding takes place within the students’ zone of proximal 

development (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986).  In this way, the student learner becomes a part of 

the community of learners who scaffolds peers and, in turn, may be scaffolded by them.   

Socio constructiveness theory as applied to writing.  The concept that writers 

should form a community took shape in Graves’ (1983) writing.  He recommended that 

teachers need not be expert writers while writing with children.  Graves viewed 

teachers writing with children as a major advantage to learning and growing together in 

searching for meaning within writing and that teacher student collaboration establishes 

a healthy environment.  Graves (1983) also viewed, “modeling as providing many 

opportunities for choice and for a wide range of development within the classroom” (p. 

49).   Furthermore, the class becomes a close knit community  where each of them learn 

about the growing funds of facts and other details about each other  and the members 

of the class help and model for each other.  Murray (2009) talks about community of 

writers in the same vein, stating that “Writing is contagious.  It is almost impossible to 

resist the desire to write in your own voice, of your own concerns, when you are part of 

a supportive writing community” (p. 20). 
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Writing Workshop.  This is a participative approach to writing in which the 

students take part in learning how to become better writers.  They lay emphasis on 

“making drafts, rehearsing, revising, and finally editing” (Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983).   

Children are encouraged to select topics of personal interest from their everyday lives, 

have real audiences for their writing, and through this engagement understand the 

conventions of written English.  Teacher and peer conferencing closely guide the 

students through this endeavor (Jasmine & Weiner, 2007). 

Mentor texts.  Teachers use mentor texts and the students “internalize the 

features of quality writing and begin to use these features in their own writing” (Manak, 

2011, p. 309) 

Conferencing.  Graves (1983) outlined the procedure for conferencing in his 

book, Writing: Teachers and Children at Work, “the teacher listens orally and to written 

words and focuses on their content rather than the correctness of early drafts.  She 

helps her student to expand intelligently as she at first listens and then asks him 

questions relevant to his intention to write in the first place.”  Conferencing is a highly 

skilled task that we need to know more about in order to build understandings about 

conference alternatives for children of differing grade levels, needs and abilities (Dahl & 

Freeman, 1998).  While teachers are encouraged to co-discover and coach all learner 

writers, variations in conferencing can and should occur if teachers are to meet the 

needs of writers with widely differing experiences and skill bases (Glasswell, 1999).  Just 

as  Atwell (2002) said and  felt how to conduct a writing conference without providing 
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direct instruction to the writer as a teacher and researcher I was very eager to observe 

and learn how that  took place without usurping the student’s personal identity and 

thoughts to gently guide him into the direction he wanted to go .  Researchers (Murray, 

2008; Graves, 2004) have stressed that Conferencing should be conducted as a one-on-

one communicative activity or at most restricted to a small group.  In my personal 

experience in a fourth grade classroom, conferencing was done between the teacher 

and her group of 20 students (9 girls and 11 boys) as compared to the one-on-one or 

small group conferencing usually preferred.   This was a miniature realistic model of 

Conferencing carried on in this fourth grade classroom which I have termed as 

Collaborative Conferencing. 

Sharing.  Graves (1983) recommended sharing of drafts from seven to eight 

minutes of every writing session regardless of the stage at which the students are of the 

writing process.  Just to illustrate with an example, if the sharing is regarding topic 

selection then students get ideas from each other on topics to work on.  Only two to 

three children should share while the other children and the teacher listen carefully and 

then respond by using the student’s own words to provide feedback.   

Revision.  The students reread the draft, share writing in groups, and discuss.  

This is followed by incorporating feedback from students and teachers, and making 

substantive changes in one’s draft. 

Author’s chair.  As part of the Publishing process, students revise their drafts.  

They finish revising their drafts at the content level and then at the editing level.  Soon 
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thereafter, they share their drafts with their audience, which is comprised of other 

children and the teacher.  “Writing is a public act, meant to be shared with many 

audiences” (Graves 1985, 54). 

To celebrate this process of becoming an author or an author in the making, the 

student is given a central position of sitting in a chair and reading out his or her final 

draft.  Such a strategy motivates and enhances the self-efficacy of the writer. 

Content knowledge and its role in establishing the teaching profession 

(Shulman, 1987). Shulman’s central work on teacher education highlighted the role of 

content in teaching.   Content knowledge was equivalent to technical professional 

knowledge which helped to establish teaching as a profession and distinguished it from 

general definitions of teaching aspects, such as classroom management.  From these 

studies of Shulman emerged notion of pedagogical content knowledge.  The framework 

that has been adopted for this study is by Shulman (1987, p. 8) who contributed a 

categorization of the knowledge base for teaching and discussed four sources of 

knowledge: 

1. Scholarship in the content disciplines  

2. The materials and settings of the institutionalized educational process  

3. Research on schooling, social organizations, human learning, teaching and 

development  

4. The wisdom of practice itself   
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According to Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman (1989) understandings of 

pedagogical content  knowledge becomes  important when researching students’ 

conceptual understandings because teachers’ knowledge of organization, connections 

among ideas, ways of proof and inquiry, and knowledge growth within discipline are 

important factors needed to teach the subject.  

Other perspectives for Teacher Education. Kagan (1992) emphasized 

that a teacher’s knowledge of the profession is gleaned in three important ways: in 

context (as it is focused on a particular set of students), in content (it is related to a 

particular academic subject), and in person (it is embedded within the unique belief 

system of the teacher’s).  Kagan’s work focused primarily on the third way of 

understanding teacher knowledge as that found personally within a person. She 

explained that if one had to use the “knowledge bases” that underlie teaching one must 

choose between equally valid alternatives, thus exercising one’s “personal value 

judgments” (Wilson, Shulman, & Richert, 1987).  According to Leinhardt (1988) these 

personal value judgments depend on the class the teacher has to teach and the 

academic material to be taught. A significant but lesser known element in a personal 

type of knowledge is the teacher’s prior experiences and teacher beliefs.  As her time in 

the classroom increases, her professional knowledge also grows, which in turn fosters a 

highly personalized pedagogy that encompasses a belief system that restricts a teacher’s 

perception, judgment, and behavior.  
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Kagan (1992) in her review of teacher belief focused on self-efficacy and 

content-specific beliefs. She opined that literature on teacher belief was vast and 

needed to be classified into various strands in order to be examined separately.  Kagan 

looked at two types of self-efficacy beliefs: one type of self-efficacy beliefs refers to a 

teacher’s sense of capability to influence students, to offer unconditional support even 

during tiring times to create a sense of positive environment that contributes to 

students’ growth, and to praise so that students feel a sense of accomplishment. The 

second type, content-specific beliefs, are teachers’ specific beliefs about academic 

content, and this study looks at writing specifically.  Content-specific beliefs include 

teacher’s epistemological conceptions of the field, their perceptions of the instructional 

strategies involved, goals to be achieved, forms of assessment, and nature of student 

learning (Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman, 1989). 

Role of Experience and Social as a critical factor in learning and 

cognitive development.  Richardson (1997) talked about two important factors that 

influence the approach teachers and teacher educators take in constructivist settings—

“the extent to which the social is acknowledged as a critical factor in learning and 

individual cognitive development and the specific content, subject matter, or discipline” 

(http://www.ericdigests.org/1999-3/theory.htm ).  Subjects, such as mathematics have 

more structured rules and regulations, and formulae, and have “correct” answers, in 

contrast to those in literature and writing which are open to constructions that lead to 

unique interpretations.  Richardson (1999) also stressed the role of experience (i.e., 
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personal experience, experience with schooling, and experience with formal knowledge) 

in her categorization of sources for knowledge and beliefs in teaching.   

Rationale for the Present Research Study 

The rationale for the present research study is based on filling gaps in four 

distinct areas: using a qualitative design to study teacher knowledge and beliefs, 

specifying the domain in which it is studied, using multiple sources of data, seeing an in-

service teacher’s beliefs and knowledge in her classroom instruction and authentic 

literacy practices in expository writing.  I write about each of them and then show which 

studies were close to studying teacher’s knowledge and beliefs in writing instruction and 

how similar and different they were and what contribution my study made. 

Using a qualitative research design to study teacher knowledge 

and teacher beliefs.  Most of the research studies done in the context of teacher 

beliefs and knowledge have utilized quantitative paradigm.  Pajares (1992) 

recommended that teacher beliefs should be done in qualitative research design 

specifically using case study or narrative (Schunk, 1991; Brookhart & Freeman, 1992), as 

they would afford so much more.  Keeping this in mind, this research study focused on 

qualitative research design.  In recent years, there have been a few qualitative studies 

examining teacher beliefs and related issues (Buehl & Fives, 2009), some quantitative 

studies such as Lavelle’s (2006) and Taylor’s (2008) with reference to teacher beliefs and 

writing instruction.  However, there are very few qualitative studies on teachers’ beliefs 
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and knowledge about writing and its impact on the teacher’s writing instruction (Troia, 

Lin, Cohen, Monroe, 2011).  

Studying teacher knowledge and beliefs in context of writing. Both 

Pajares (1992) and Bandura (1986) emphasized the importance of studying the beliefs 

and knowledge of one’s subjects in a context, in order to avoid being too wide, vague, 

and generalized.  Even Kagan (1992) clearly states that teachers’ beliefs need to be 

contextualized, and that the way to do that is to study the key instructional strategies 

the teacher uses in her classroom instruction. These are very crucial, as they guide 

teacher instruction and affect final outcomes in significant ways.  Researchers stress 

that when assessing teacher beliefs and knowledge as I am doing, the researcher should 

specify their respective domain of inquiry. Mine is writing. Therefore, my study on 

teacher’s beliefs and knowledge focused on the connection of writing and its impact on 

teacher’s writing instruction. The present study focuses on teacher knowledge and 

beliefs as they impact her writing instruction.   

Using multiple sources of data. Kagan (1992) describes the difficulties 

inherent in capturing teacher beliefs.  She notes the difficulty in relating teacher belief 

to behavior because teachers can follow practices for different reasons, creating a 

challenge in capturing their beliefs.  Though beliefs are seldom observable or measured, 

they may be interpreted from what people do, say, or intend.  In this study I observed of 

classes taught by the teacher, Ms. Smith, throughout fall and spring, and then followed 

up with semi structured interviews with her. In each interview, the teacher would 
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elaborate on a particular vignette and explain a decision she took.  The present study 

uses multiple sources of data to do that which is the hallmark of using case study design.  

Most of the studies have used interviews or questionnaires as data sources to study 

teachers’ beliefs about knowledge. The present study presents a more holistic approach 

teacher questionnaires, classroom observations (observer as participant and participant 

as observer), field notes, semi structured interviews, unstructured interviews, 

documents which include circular, teacher handouts, student work and photographs 

(researcher generated document),  and reflexive journal  to understand the knowledge 

and beliefs of the teacher in a writing classroom.  

Inservice teacher’s knowledge and beliefs in writing. Most of the 

research in this area has been focused on pre-service teachers but more research is 

needed to get data from novice and inservice teachers, who complete the entire 

spectrum of teacher experience. Lavelle (2006) opined that even though self-efficacy 

was a well-supported concept little was known about inservice teachers’ self-efficacy as 

writers, and how that impacted teachers’ writing performance. Her study was focused 

on a graduate writing course, and she studied teachers’ writing performance in their 

assignments.  Accordingly, this research focuses on inservice teacher’s knowledge and 

beliefs about writing, but the crucial difference is seeing them in her classroom 

instruction.   

Authentic literacy practices in expository writing. My research study 

extends understanding on using authentic literacy practices for teaching writing 
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expository writing.  The review of literature showed more research is needed on 

authentic literacy in Personal Narratives, Non-fiction, and Historical Fiction in 

connection with writing, extended to other subjects (other than science) (Duke, Purcell-

Gates, Hall & Tower, 2006).  

Points of similarities and differences. My study focused on teacher’s 

knowledge and beliefs about writing as evidenced in the teacher’s writing instruction.  I 

found one mixed method study (Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe, 2011) encompassing both 

these related concepts, “knowledge” and “beliefs” in writing instruction but did find 

research studies on self-efficacy and writing instruction and performance (Lavelle, 2006; 

Taylor, 2008).  The present study endorses the view that sources of knowledge 

contribute to teacher’s beliefs about writing, especially in the absence of any formal 

training.  I talk about the similarities and differences with the study by Troia, Lin, Cohen, 

& Monroe (2011). The mixed methods research study by Troia et. Al., (2011) focused on 

examining six inservice elementary teachers’ epistemologies and beliefs about writing 

instruction and their influence on the teachers’ Writing Workshop instructional 

practices. Besides these, the study focused on specific management procedures (e.g., 

physical arrangements), student engagement tactics (e.g., degree of autonomy), and 

adaptive instruction supports (e.g., materials).  The study was conducted in an urban 

school which focused on high quality literacy teaching and learning and was aligned with 

professional development activities at the school including those provided by a local 

nonprofit agency. The data sources used were observations, interviews, and rating 
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scales such as Teacher Writing Orientation scale (TWOS, Graham et. Al., 2002) and 

Teacher Efficacy Scale for writing (TESW, Graham et al., 2002).  My study was qualitative 

by design and focused on examining in depth one fourth grade teacher’s writing 

instruction in an urban district focused primarily on studying writing instruction. To that 

extent, the school offered some professional development opportunities and used 

Writing Workshop for teaching writing.  

In terms of similarities, the school was using the Writing Workshop model 

through professional development for all the teachers. Ms. Smith who taught at Auburn 

Elementary School also used the workshop model that came to them through 

professional development.  Moreover, in the specific management procedures Ms. 

Smith and the teachers from Troia et al., (2011) study used similar classroom setting as 

desk pods to facilitate sharing and cooperation where students could share their 

writing.  The teachers in both the studies used modeling as an instructional strategy and 

used literacy strategies that lead to higher order thinking. 

In terms of differences, my research study school did have an educational grant 

that helped them to have professional development but they were not given any 

infrastructural support.  Ms. Smith, my participant teacher, also had an opportunity for 

observing Writing Workshop in action in a second grade mentor teacher’s classroom.  

The teachers in Troia et al., (2011) study did not show changes in their theoretical 

orientations and downplayed correctness in students writing except at the end of the 

year.  In the present study, Ms. Smith showed a variation between the traditional 
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orientation of writing as a product where emphasis was on correct mechanics and 

progressive orientation of writing as a process. She balanced her teaching by focusing 

on conventions and provided authentic opportunities for writing.  Ms. Smith used 

modeling but very often used her own work as examples while the teachers in Troia et 

al., (2011) used teacher and student samples for modeling in their classroom.  

I also found quantitative research studies (Lavelle, 2006; Taylor, 2008) focused 

on inservice teachers’ self-efficacy and writing instruction and performance.  Lavelle 

(2006) used holistic rubric and low self-efficacy scale scores.  Results from Lavelle’s 

(2006) study supported the relationship between writing self-efficacy and writing 

performance.  My qualitative study used multiple sources of data such as teacher 

questionnaires, field notes on classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, 

documents which include circular, teacher handouts and my reflexive journal and 

focused on in depth study on one’s teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about writing 

evidenced on her writing instruction.  Results from my study showed that in the absence 

of any formal training, teachers need professional development to bring about 

alignment between knowledge and beliefs which lead to effective classroom instruction.  

Taylor’s (2008) quantitative research study about ANOVA and Scheffe’s results 

revealed significant differences between teachers with high and low self-efficacy in 

orientations about writing.  Her study indicated a need for further study of the role of 

self-efficacy in the pedagogy for writing instruction.  My qualitative study found 

teachers’ self-efficacy is dependent on the sources of knowledge in the absence of any 
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training.  Ms. Smith’s self-efficacy for her pedagogy for writing instruction was enhanced 

by her fourth grade community of teachers and training opportunities offered by the 

administration.    

My study adds to the small number of investigations focused exclusively on 

knowledge and beliefs regarding writing as evidenced in writing instruction.   Availability 

of knowledge sources leads to development of beliefs systems that align to instruction 

which is necessary for effective classroom instruction.  

Summary 

The present study extends the literature on qualitative studies, establishing the 

relationship between beliefs, knowledge, and writing instruction. It extends the work 

previously reviewed in a number of ways. Research and theory suggest the need for 

more qualitative studies to be done exploring the relationship between beliefs and 

knowledge within a particular context (Bandura, 1985; Pajares, 1992). My study focuses 

on studying beliefs and knowledge in writing instruction.   Few research studies have 

examined a connection between self-efficacy beliefs and writing especially based upon 

qualitative case studies.  Troia et al., (2011) did a mixed methods study and called for 

more research on the link between self-efficacy and writing and teaching self-efficacy 

and instruction.   

Another research study (Lavelle, 2006) studying the relationship between 

inservice teacher’s self-efficacy and writing performance in an academic graduate 

program focused on teachers’ self-efficacy but not their instruction and student 
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achievement as the present study does. Some studies have been devoted to pre-service 

teachers in an effort to improve teacher education programs but others in the spectrum 

are the novice and the inservice teachers who can also contribute effectively to the 

teacher preparation programs and this study focused on one such inservice teacher’s 

experience.   To capture beliefs and knowledge about the teacher’s writing instruction I 

used multiple sources of data.  

In terms of instruction, classroom writing  strategies I reviewed from the 

literature suggests more research is needed on authentic literacy in Personal Narratives, 

Non-fiction, and Historical Fiction in connection with writing, extended to other subjects 

(other than science) (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall & Tower, 2006) and other strategies used 

by teachers of writing in their classrooms.  My research addressed this by the teacher 

offering authentic context of writing to students by helping them to create 

informational books.  

 My study establishes the fact that teachers need professional development to 

develop their knowledge sources which nurtures their belief systems about writing. 

These sources of knowledge and belief systems through constant reflection, 

collaboration, and nexus align and lead to effective classroom instruction. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 The existing research on teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about writing 

instruction has used different research methodologies.  This research study situated 

within the qualitative paradigm focused on examining a classroom teacher’s knowledge 

and beliefs within writing instruction as beliefs and knowledge outside of the 

institutional context are elusive by nature and difficult to document.   Writing is a 

complex web of interrelated skills, and there are a number of factors that influence how 

it is taught: the teacher’s understanding of the process, state assessment demands, 

years of experience of the teacher, and different levels of students’ abilities existing in 

the classroom.  The complexities inherent in the writing classroom can best be captured 

through qualitative research methods.   Within the qualitative paradigm, the study used 

the constructivist inquiry paradigm which seeks to construct, interpret, and describe the 

phenomena under investigation.  According to Lincoln and Guba (1994):  

Realities are apprehendable in the form of multiple, intangible mental 

constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific in nature 

(although elements are often shared among many individuals and even across 

cultures), and dependent for their form and content on the individual persons or 

groups holding the constructions (p. 111).   
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In the constructivist inquiry paradigm, the individual constructs knowledge 

through a subjective lens and assigns meaning to experiences and ideas. The results of 

this inquiry are shaped by the interaction of the inquirer (the researcher) and the 

inquired (teacher).  This eight month research study designed as a case study is based 

on socio constructivism theory, Bandura’s socio cognitive theory, and Shulman’s sources 

of knowledge.  “Case studies are uniquely intended to capture the complexity of a 

particular event, program, individual, or place, and they rely on multiple kinds of data” 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 278).  The study is a holistic interpretation of the teacher 

and her class and the complex web of the context that paints a unique picture of these 

interrelationships.   A constructed interpreted descriptive study is only possible in a 

qualitative paradigm which allows one to study the teacher and her classroom as the 

teacher’s and the researcher’s constructed interpretation.   

   Three research questions framed my study:  

What knowledge and beliefs do teachers bring to their writing instructional 

practices?   

What is the role of assessment and writing assessment practices in teacher’s 

knowledge, beliefs, and instruction?   

What change occurred in teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about expository 

writing after modifications made as a result of my role as participant observer? 
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In the next section I outline the research paradigm, i.e., qualitative case study, 

my research procedures, setting, participants, data sources, data collection procedures, 

and data analysis.  The last section addresses the trustworthiness of the study in terms 

of credibility, transferability, dependability, and generalizability of the study (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1982).   

Qualitative Case Study   

Case study research design offers the researcher an opportunity to construct a 

more descriptive picture of the happenings in the setting, thus providing everybody with 

“a slice of life” from the phenomenon under study (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 

1993, p. 31).    As Merriam (1998) quotes Wilson (1979) in her book, Qualitative 

Research and Case Study Applications in Education, the description for case study is 

usually qualitative –that is, instead of reporting findings in numerical data, “case studies 

use prose and literary techniques to describe, elicit images, and analyze situations … 

they present documentation of events, quotes, samples, and artifacts”  (p. 48).   Further, 

the decision to focus on qualitative case studies stems from the fact that I am interested 

in gaining insights and developing an interpretation of the connections between 

teacher’s beliefs and knowledge rather than testing a hypothesis.  Case study has been 

in fact differentiated from other designs by what Cronbach (1975) calls “interpretation 

in context” (p. 23).   It seeks to study some phenomenon as it is socially enacted within a 

particular case (Dyson & Genishi, 2005).  The goal is to derive understanding and 

meaning to develop an interpretation.   As the researcher is the primary instrument of 
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data collection and analysis, interpretation is uniquely hers but for purposes of 

trustworthiness other interpretations are also explored to attain a balanced perspective 

of the study.  Everyday classroom transactions are complex social phenomena (Yin, 

2009) and understanding them as such is the grand purpose of qualitative case studies.   

The case that I am studying, teacher’s beliefs and knowledge as they influence her 

writing instruction, is limited by being confined to one teacher and her writing 

instruction in one fourth grade classroom.   In Merriam’s (1998) definition, this case is 

intrinsically bound.    

Educational case study. This study is an educational case study.  This type of 

case study emerged from the work of researchers such as Stenhouse (1988), Adelman, 

Jenkins, and Kemmi (1980), and Simons (1980) who undertook case study research in 

schools in the 1970s.   Much of their work is often strongly based in narrative while 

often crossing the border into evaluation.   This narrative approach has been used to 

help to develop educational theory and understanding, although sometimes at the 

expense of ignoring social theory and evaluative judgment.  The present study examines 

the development of teacher’s beliefs and the knowledge in writing, and the movement 

forward to see its impact on writing instruction.    

My Research Procedures  

My search for teachers of writing began after I decided on my research topic and 

began collecting relevant literature.  I wanted to find a teacher who teaches writing and 

possessed beliefs and knowledge well-grounded in research and theory.   My search 
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intensified once I finished my qualifying exams.  While searching, I talked to my 

professor who had taught me creative writing.   He spoke about a teacher whom he 

knew to be a good writing teacher and recommended I approach the principal to invite 

her to join my study.   A meeting was arranged among the principal, teacher, and me 

where we planned the research schedule.   My research study would last one academic 

year, and I would examine the teacher’s knowledge and beliefs pertaining to writing 

instruction.   Subsequently, I defended my dissertation proposal and submitted the IRB 

proposal and required documents (see Appendix A) to the university’s Institutional 

Review Board and received approval.    

My study began in October.  A copy of the proposal and teacher consent form 

(Appendix B) was given to the teacher so she knew the detailed research methods that 

would be used in the classroom.  She signed the form.  I verbally explained the student 

assent form (Appendix C).   We sent the parents’ consent form (Appendix D) home with 

students.  Parents of 12 students gave their consent and initially 6 out of these 12 

students were selected as the focus group for the study.  One student moved away and 

five students remained as the focus group.  In order to protect the teacher and 

students’ privacy and identity, pseudonyms were used throughout the study.  I began 

my study in October and continued to collect data until the end of the school year.  I 

was in the classroom three days a week during the fall and a day in spring.  
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Setting 

The setting for this study was one self-contained fourth grade classroom in a low 

SES Title 1 elementary school in the southwestern high plains of the United States.  The 

classroom was situated in a public elementary school currently with a Title I priority 

school status.   Traditionally and historically, the school is described as a low SES 

because 96% of the children receive free and reduced lunch.  The enrollment at Auburn 

Elementary School (pseudonym) is 584 students in kindergarten through fifth grade with 

a faculty of 60 teachers and support staff.   Twenty percent of the Auburn Elementary 

School students have limited English proficiency.  “Ninety three percent of the 584 

students are classified as "economically disadvantaged.”  Even though the students 

came from underprivileged backgrounds, the principal was committed to prepare them 

academically and for going on to college.   He said, “they are taught to REACH for 

success!”  The teachers worked to provide the best quality education for the students.   

The school also has a growing Dual Language (English/Spanish) Program, which 

produces biliterate students by the end of the 5th grade.   The ratio of students to 

teachers at Auburn Elementary School is 12:1.   

According to achievement test scores of 2014, Auburn Elementary School ranked 

in the lowest 5% of elementary schools in the state.   It also ranked 27th among 29 

elementary schools in the school district.   The average math score was 40. 5/100 and 

the average reading score was 49/100.     
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Participants 

In this section I will discuss the teacher and also the students who comprised the 

focus group.   In the selection of the participant teacher, I searched for a participant 

who allowed for an “information rich case” (Patton, 1990, p. 169) for my research 

questions.  The beliefs and knowledge of one teacher teaching writing were studied in 

one fourth grade classroom so that “an extensive and in-depth description” (Yin, 2009, 

p. 4) of the happenings of the social phenomena, i. e., writing could be studied, and 

documented.    

Teacher.  Through purposive sampling, I planned to study the teacher’s beliefs 

and knowledge and how they played out in her classroom writing instruction.  

“Purposive sampling is chosen as it requires a procedure that is governed by emerging 

insights about what is relevant to the study based on the focus determined by the 

problem and purposively seeks both the typical and divergent data to maximize the 

range of information obtained about the context” (Erlandson, et al., 1993, p. 148).   One 

classroom teacher was selected because (a) the teacher was classified as an effective 

teacher of writing instruction by a professor in the College of Education, (b) I wanted to 

conduct my study in a low SES Title 1 priority school with a diverse population and 

finally, (c) the teacher was teaching writing at the fourth grade level which is the grade 

designated for the state writing assessment.   Ms. Smith (pseudonym) was in her 12th 

year of teaching at Auburn Elementary School.  Her teacher’s certification was that of a 

generalist, which she received in 2002.  She taught music for 2 years and had been 
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teaching 4th grade for the past 10 years.  She loved teaching, and looked forward to 

coming to work every day.   Her classroom was full of fun with hands on experiences, 

technology use, small group activities, and individual activities.  She strove to meet 

every learning style and instructional need in her self-contained classrooms.  Earlier, the 

school had used different teachers for different subjects in each classroom but the 

decision was made to revert to self-contained classrooms because the teachers thought 

those classrooms would be more successful.  The former was unsatisfactory because too 

much time was spent in changing classes, and the classes were far too large to know 

students and help them individually with reading and writing.  This year her students’ 

writing improved because she had a self-contained classroom where she got to know 

her students on a one-on-one basis and had time to help them individually with their 

writing.  As a school there was more attention to writing in the classroom as more 

support was offered by the administration and that helped teaching it in the class.   

Students.  At the beginning of the year Ms. Smith’s class had 20 students.  Two 

of the students left and out of the remaining 18 students, 1 was Anglo, 3 African 

American, and 14 Hispanic.   To understand teacher’s beliefs and knowledge as played 

out in her instruction, it was important to study both as reflected in students’ work.   A 

focus group of six students with a range of achievement levels were identified by the 

teacher:  two below average, two average, and two above average.  Ms. Smith had been 

interacting with them from the beginning of the semester on a daily basis in all the 

subjects and therefore had a thorough knowledge of their writing capabilities.  Two girls 
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(all Hispanic) and three boys (an African American and two Hispanics) were the student 

participants.    

Data Sources 

Multiple data sources for the study included teacher questionnaires, classroom 

observations (observer as participant and participant as observer), field notes, semi 

structured interviews, unstructured interviews, documents which include teacher 

handouts, student work and photographs (researcher generated document), and my 

reflexive journal.  These multiple sources of data helped me to understand the 

relationship between the teacher’s beliefs, her knowledge, and the instruction delivered 

with regard to writing.    

Teacher questionnaires.  Questionnaires are used by case study 

researchers to collect data through “written self-reports,” with quantitative or 

qualitative information from a single unit (e. g., a child, group, school, community).   It 

encompasses the single unit’s knowledge, beliefs, opinions, or attitudes about the 

research subject under study.   In a qualitative case study, research questionnaires are 

used either as the primary strategy for data collection or is used in conjunction with 

other case study data sources such as participant observation, interviewing, reflexive 

journal, or document analysis.   

Classroom observations.  Observations has been characterized as “the 

fundamental base of all research methods” in the social and behavioral sciences (Adler 
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& Adler, 1994, p. 389) and as “the mainstay of all ethnographic enterprise” (Werner & 

Schoepfle, 1987, p. 257).   Through conducting observations, case study researchers aim 

to enter into other people’s “imaginative universes” (Geertz, 1973, p. 13).   That is, they 

aim to construct interpretations of other people’s interpretations- of others’ “real 

worlds.”  Observations are the most widely used data sources within qualitative 

research.   

Field notes.  Field notes are a source of thick description that detail physical 

surroundings, time, place, actions, events, words, and people on the scene (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003).  Field notes from a larger study by Allington & Johnston (2002) explored 

the relationship between teachers’ reading and writing and their teaching of reading 

and writing.   In the study by Coia & Taylor (2001) they used reflective field notes on the 

process of writing autobiographically in a collaborative setting.   

Semi-structured Interviews.  Interviewing is a meeting of two persons to 

exchange information and ideas through questions and responses that result in 

communication and joint construction of meaning about a particular topic (Janesick, 

2011).  One research study used telephone or email or in-person interviews lasting 

about 45-90 minutes each according to the convenience of his participants (Brooks, 

2007).   In my study, two audio taped and transcribed early-phase semi-structured 

interviews and three late-phase semi-structured interviews semi-structured were 

conducted during a span of eight months.  Most of the time qualitative research calls for 

open ended questions so that the participants structure the world in their unique way.   
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Unstructured interviews. According to Baden and Major (2013), within 

unstructured interviews, the questions tend to be open ended so that the responses are 

broad and generate a conversation about a specific topic.   The authors characterize 

these interviews: 

A conversation between the researcher and informant focusing on the 

informant’s perception of self, life, and experience, and expressed in his or her 

own words.   It is the means by which the researcher can gain access to, and 

subsequently understand, the private interpretations of social reality that 

individuals hold (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1990, p. 87). 

Documents.  Merriam (1998) points out that one of the significant advantages 

of using documentary data is its stability.   It is different from interviewing and 

observations because it does not involve the researcher.  In that sense it is objective.  

Therefore, documentary materials are important data sources for a qualitative study as 

they ground the study in its context.   According to Guba and Lincoln (1981), “analysis of 

this data lends contextual richness and helps to ground an inquiry in the mileu of the 

writer.   This grounding in real-world issues and day-to-day concerns is ultimately what 

the naturalistic inquiry is working towards” (p. 234).    

Reflexive journal.  Erlandson et al., (1993) highly recommends the researcher 

cultivating a habit of carrying a reflexive journal to record ideas and notes on a daily 

basis.   Some researchers maintain a “talking reflexive journal” where they tape their 
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alternative interpretations, questions, ideas that can lead to further refinement of data 

collection techniques, and problems.   

Data Collection Procedures 

In the following paragraphs I provide details regarding the collection procedures 

for my data:  teacher questionnaires, classroom observations (observer as participant 

and participant as observer), field notes, semi-structured interviews, unstructured 

interviews, documents which include teacher handouts, student work and photographs 

(researcher generated document), and my reflexive journal.  Erlandson et al., (1993) 

categorizes data sources as stable and dynamic.   The stable sources will be documents 

and artifacts while those that are dynamic would be observations, interviews, and 

reflexive journal.    

Teacher questionnaires.  In my study, teacher questionnaires were used in 

conjunction with other data sources and were primarily used to understand the 

teacher’s beliefs and knowledge about writing.   The first questionnaire consisted of 

open ended items.  The teacher felt intimidated by the questions, but she completed 

and returned the form after a span of one and a half months and after repeated 

requests.  Therefore, the second questionnaire was modified and presented in the form 

of an open ended Likert scale with space for her comments.  This form made the 

process easier for her though I did not get too many comments from her.  However, if I 

had just used the Likert scale as it is without an opportunity for her personal comments, 

then this data collection method would have several drawbacks: “(1) respondents are 
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often forced to agree or disagree with statements without an opportunity to qualify 

their responses and, (2) individuals can respond without fully reading or comprehending 

an item” (Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe, 2011, p. 178).  

Classroom observations.  The observation data collection for this study can 

be divided into three parts: entry, serious data collection, and exit.   At the entry, I was 

slow at getting acclimatized to the fourth grade classroom at Auburn Elementary School 

setting and only did the classroom observations three times per week.  The overall time 

spent at the setting was exactly 50 minutes (from 12pm-12:50 pm).  I did try to be 

passive and appear unobtrusive so as to give the teacher adequate time to get used to 

my presence.  Another reason for being unobtrusive was to not disturb the natural 

environment of the class.  In a fortnight I did become comfortable and observed in the 

classroom three times a week. These observations were done regularly throughout the 

study period from October to May 2014.   

Observer as participant.  My role as an observer ranged from one end of the 

continuum as a strict observer to one of a partial participant in the study.  The stance 

assumed for most part of the data collection remained observer as participant whose 

role Merriam (1998) defines as being known to the group, but the participation is only 

secondary to that of collecting information.  Adler (1994) distinguishes this “peripheral 

membership role” as one in stark contrast to being an active member where the 

participant is an observer.   I did adopt the stance of a participant as observer for the 

research project where I was the researcher-collaborator with the teacher.  This 
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collaboration came about after conversations with the teacher where she shared that 

she found it difficult to teach expository writing in an interesting way and asked for 

ideas.   We had also developed a rapport which allowed her to share with me some 

problems she faced in the classroom.   Argrosino (2000) explained this rapport as a case 

of “participant observation grounded in the establishment of considerable rapport 

between the researcher and the host community and requiring the long term immersion 

of the researcher in the everyday life of that community (p. 732).” 

Researcher role as participant as observer.  I was involved in developing the 

expository research project from its inception and guided the teacher through its 

implementation.  I participated minimally with the students and continued to take field 

notes.   Merriam (1998) states that during actual conditions, researchers are rarely total 

participants or total observers.   Instead they are what Gans (1982) terms as a 

“researcher participant” who is only partially involved so that the function of a 

researcher can be performed.  Adler and Adler (1987) talk about a range of membership 

roles rather than pursuing an ideal role characterized by observation.  They posit that 

pure observation is nearly impossible to achieve in practice and ethically questionable in 

the light of taking an informed consent.  The active member role is that of the 

researcher becoming involved with the central activities of the group, sometimes even 

assuming responsibilities that advance the group without necessarily committing 

themselves totally to the group’s values and goals (Angrosino, 2000, p. 733).    



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

101 

 

Field notes.  Throughout the two roles observer as participant and participant 

as observer, I was able to take field notes comfortably.  I would attribute that ease to 

confining the data collection to that one fourth grade classroom.  For the study, I took 

field notes three times a week (Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday) in the fall semester and 

one day (depending on when the teacher would call) in the spring semester.    

Semi-structured Interviews.  In the present study, observations of the 

class were followed by semi-structured interviews to ask questions with regards to 

classroom instruction, to teacher’s decisions, or about student work related to 

instruction.  Peshkin (2001) advises that “one needs to subject what they acquire by 

means of observation to the test of what can be learned from interviewing those who 

have been observed” (p. 248).  According to Holstein & Gubrium, (2003), “respondents 

are not so much repositories of knowledge-treasuries of information awaiting 

excavation – as they are constructors of knowledge in collaboration with the 

interviewers.  Participation in an interview involves meaning making work” (p. 68).  This 

understanding came from the ethno-methodological socio-constructivist approach 

which believes that it is not only in asking the right question that others “reality” will be 

ours but in co-constructing (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003).  Moreover, Merriam (1998) 

advocates that interviewing is the best technique to use when conducting case studies 

on individual people.    In my case, the individual was the teacher.  These interviews 

were always conducted in an environment where the participant felt comfortable so we 
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met at a coffee house and at the university.  I audiotaped and then transcribed the 

interviews.  

Unstructured Interviews.  Once a week from October 2013 to May 2014 I 

remained in the classroom after the observations and sat down with the teacher to have 

a conversation.   The conversation centered on some prepared questions or some class 

observations I had made or some questions related to the school and beyond the 

classroom.   Ms. Smith spoke freely, happy for the break from her intense instructional 

routine.  These personal conversations, in particular, helped me understand her beliefs 

about writing.   

Documents.  As a qualitative study of teacher’s beliefs and knowledge about 

writing as seen in the writing instruction, I collected documents which included 

teacher’s personal documents, teacher handouts, student work and assessments, and 

photographs (researcher generated).   Soon after the class observations once a week I 

collected the documents which included what the teacher had used during teaching, 

teacher handouts, student work, and assessments the students had taken.  I 

photocopied the documents for my records.  Documentary materials are important data 

sources for a qualitative study as they ground the study in its context.   According Guba 

and Lincoln (1981), “analysis of this data lends contextual richness and helps to ground 

an inquiry in the mileu of the writer.   This grounding in real-world issues and day-to-day 

concerns is ultimately what the naturalistic inquiry is working towards” (p. 234).   
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Student work.  In the writing class the students wrote regularly.  Very often they 

would be working on a prompt and following the components of the Writing Workshop.  

I would make copies of all their work beginning with brainstorming and ending with the 

final draft. These were regular district assessment prompts, rough drafts, brainstorming, 

and planning, final drafts housed in the portfolios collected with the teachers’ 

permission.  I would make copies of these once in two weeks after classroom 

observations and return student work to the class after fifteen minutes.  Additionally, 

student assessment grades, revise and edit worksheets, and research projects were 

supplied to me by the teacher.     

Teacher handouts. Handouts given by the teacher in the class were collected 

for both narrative and expository prompts and personal documents she used during 

teaching time. The handouts she used for teaching narrative and expository prompts 

were from the Empowering Writers and sometimes she used examples of poetry from 

her own collections.  I collected these once a week from her after the class, and I 

photocopied them and returned the documents back to her fifteen minutes later. 

Photographs (researcher generated).   According to Merriam (1998), “a 

researcher’s photographs are another example of researcher generated documents.   

These photographs, often taken in conjunction with participant observation, provided a 

“means of remembering and studying detail that might be overlooked if the 

photographic image were not available for reflection” (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p. 143).   
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Photographs were taken of the classroom work on the document camera, anchor 

charts, word walls, and sight words charts posted on the classroom walls.   

 Reflexive journal.   I maintained a journal for reflective thinking where I 

recorded personal thoughts, theory-practice linkages, analysis of data, and any 

intentional decisions with regards to the research study.  It would also contain any 

epiphanic moments and ideas which resonated strongly and with repeated frequency.  I 

occasionally typed my thoughts and then took printouts and put them in my reflexive 

journal.  I also saved a copy on my computer.   

Data Analysis 

  I analyzed the interview transcripts, teacher documents, and questionnaire to 

understand teacher’s beliefs and knowledge.  I analyzed the field notes of classroom 

observations, videotapes of the observations, and student documents to understand the 

relationship between the teacher beliefs and knowledge and her classroom instruction.  

Additional sources of data including artifacts such as photographs, charts displaying 

print rich environments, and video recorded classroom instructional proceedings were 

analyzed to provide further insights into how the classroom environment was a 

reflection of the teacher’s beliefs and knowledge, which facilitated writing in this one 

fourth grade classroom.        

In qualitative research, analysis is an ongoing process from the time the study 

begins.   It does not happen chronologically but happens simultaneously and data 
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collection and analysis influence each other.  I created the questions for the semi-

structured interviews based on my classroom observations.  For example, the teacher 

was teaching beginnings in narratives when I started my data collection.   When I went 

the following week she was doing extended endings, and I wondered about the middle 

portion of the writing, which I knew she referred to as elaborative details.  I wondered if 

that teaching was during one of the days I was not there.   She told me it was yet to 

come.   Then I asked if there was a particular reason why she did elaborative details 

separately because I assumed if she followed the chronological order of blasting 

beginnings, elaborative details, and extended endings it would make more sense to the 

students.   However, Ms. Smith believed that students quickly grasp the concepts of 

blasting beginnings and extended endings but elaborative details takes time, and she 

has to spend a considerable time doing them separately.    

The multiple data sources in this study data were read and reread.  They were 

analyzed according to Rossman and Rallis’s (2003) description of emerging categories 

and themes.  Using the constant comparative method described by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967), an inductive analysis was done for emerging categories.   These indigenous 

categories, the emic view, were the efforts carried out by the school and the teacher (in 

accordance with her beliefs) to solve the problem of writing instruction.  From my 

reading of the literature, I had some preliminary categories developed deductively, the 

etic view or the researcher’s view, also known as analyst-constructed categories.   Two 

of those categories, testing as a genre and instructional strategies, were added.  
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These initial categories were then analyzed further where the codes were 

written on the bottom of the page and data was examined, broken down, and 

categorized further to reveal themes.  Erlandson et al., (1995) defines a code as a word 

or a phrase that captures and signals what is going on in a piece of data in a way that 

links it to some more general analysis (p. 146).   Theme generation takes the analysis to 

a deeper and intense level which occurs as one goes deeper into the data, looking for 

recurring ideas, words, phrases, and analogies.  Some concept mapping may be needed 

to understand the phenomena under study.  My preliminary and working concept map 

is presented here.  

   I hate them being in a box but 

that’s the reality of being in 4th 

grade 

Using the TAP Rubric   When you write to fit an opinion all 

creativity is gone 

Team Collaboration Ideas became complex 

and detailed, using 

better vocabulary, 

sequencing and 

elaboration is better 

 Wait till the STAAR and then put the 

pressure on 

Examining Instruction Showing and analyzing 

pieces of writing 

Narrative writing-

brainstorming, planning, 

rough draft n final draft 

Monitor their performance –line and 

bar graphs 

Developing rubrics for 

conventions 

Modeling Excitement and 

Creativity in Expression 

Six week assessment-district gives 

freedom to assess 

 

Harvard School –Data 

Wise 

Feedback- Constructive 

Criticism 

Writing on the haunted 

house, pumpkin, 

Halloween, Autumn, 

scarecrow 

Accountability 
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Prof.   Development Talking/ 

conferencing/feedback 

as strategy 

Students journaling, 

writing letters, poems

  

Testing across the board 

Sense of community in 

the 4th grade 

Writing Workshop 

(components- 

brainstorming, planning, 

rough draft, final draft) 

Open ended question 

where they are not 

structured in a box? 

Writing in 16 lines 

Perceived Incompetence 

and Perceived 

Competence 

Talking and writing –

shared connection 

Win a Wonderland- –

writing narratives and 

expository 

District Assessments  

Empowering Writers Writing Process with a 

difference 

Writing Children’s books Punctuation, Spellings 

School meeting-focus on 

conventions 

Structuring Writing  Therapeutic purpose Conventions  

Big Brother overseeing  

from the administration 

Writing Workshop and 

other categories 

Writing for authentic 

purposes 

Lurking shadow of the test in fall  

 

At first the entire data set was segmented into broad conceptual categories such 

as conventions, lack of professional development, and writing instruction ignored.   With 

further analysis each of the broad conceptual categories were broken down into 

subcategories such as mentor teacher-Writing Workshop (2nd grade), print rich 

environment-work on the wall, early literacy curriculum from next session, teacher 

training-TAP Rubric, instructional rounds by the Harvard team, examining Instruction, 

developing rubrics for conventions, half a day every six weeks, filming lessons, 

empowering writers, workshop, lack of support from the district and overload of ideas, 

and 6+1 traits of writing.    I made “connections between a category and its sub-

categories” (Strauss and Corbin, p.  97, 1990) and combined them to yield one large 

theme, e.g., there are professional development opportunities but they have been 

levied by the administration.  As I read and reread the interviews my analysis lead to 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

108 

 

new thinking about the themes.  For example, Ms. Smith seemed to be telling me there 

is a lack of professional development opportunities:  

[Teachers] struggle…but right now there is no staff development to help in that.   

[Administrators] are really trying to focus on conventions which is what the 

fourth grade team brought up.   We can have the development of ideas and 

organization if [students] have the conventions so they are trying to focus their 

attention on [conventions].   [Right now] some writing training [is needed] but 

they do not have it now.  I feel for the first year teachers because I would not 

have been able to survive if I did not have my team to survive.   There are many 

new teachers who help each other.    Maybe next year they will… [be] talking 

about staff development, it has been pushed but maybe they do not know where 

to start.   I don’t know… I think when you have been teaching writing instruction 

for a while you take it for granted but when I started teaching it was hard and I 

had to figure it out.1 

 The literacy coach told me the following, which factored into my thinking about 

themes:  

Along with the district, we host fall and spring [test] prep trainings that give 

teachers suggestions of what to do to prepare students before the test.  The 

principal and I along with the teachers make goals for next year and look at 

different ways to improve.    We have weekly grade level meetings with 4th 

grade, as part of the administration, and we ask reflective questions about 
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teaching.  We also do weekly walk through on instruction and plan intensive 

intervention groups.2  

The principal told me the following, which factored into my thinking about themes:  

A lot of things have been done on the school campus.  We have done a lot of 

professional development, teacher training.  We have done a lot of examining 

instruction and teams of teachers are going to classes seeing how writing is 

taught.  We would then come together to compile the data and see where the 

trends are.  We have been developing rubrics for conventions because that was 

the area that we were weakest in.3 

After reading the interviews of the teacher, the literacy coach, and the principal, 

I looked at evidence provided by the other data sources, field notes on classroom 

observations and documents used by the teacher.  During my classroom observations, I 

noticed that the teacher used Empowering Writers regularly.   I also noticed the Harvard 

Program, Data Wise team did regular instructional rounds and provided feedback to the 

teacher.  Both Empowering Writers and the Harvard Program, Data Wise were 

professional development opportunities provided by the administration.  In terms of 

documents, Ms. Smith used Empowering Writer worksheets and the TAP Rubric for 

reflecting on her teaching.  Using triangulation from these different data sources, I 

understood that the administration provided opportunities but also monitored what the 

teachers did in terms of the opportunities.   



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

110 

 

I subsequently changed my theme to “the administration provides support and 

monitors writing instruction.”  All the themes for the fall instruction and the spring 

instruction were derived through similar procedural analysis.  

Trustworthiness   

To establish the internal and external validity of a study so that the processes, 

results, and conclusions are trusted, naturalistic research studies use credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and generalizability.    

Credibility.  Credibility is achieved by prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation, triangulation of data, peer debriefing, referential adequacy, and member 

checking.  The present study was conducted for a period of approximately eight months 

during which there was prolonged engagement with the teacher to understand the 

beliefs and the knowledge she brought to her classroom.  The immersion helped me to 

identify patterns and events until such a time when redundancy set in.   Erlandson et al., 

(1993) urges the researcher to spend “enough time” in the context (culture) to 

understand the daily events in such a way as to interpret them the way natives of the 

participants’ culture would do.  In terms of persistent observation, I observed the class 

thrice a week in fall and one day each week from January to April.    After the 

completion of the state achievement exam, I returned for three days a week in May.  

According to Lincoln & Guba, (1985), “if prolonged engaged provides scope, persistent 

observation provides depth” (p. 304).  Additionally, triangulation through multiple 

sources of data gathered such as semi structured interviews, observations, documents, 
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field notes, and my reflexive journal helped the study gain credibility.  Patton (2002) 

discusses four types of triangulation: of data sources, among different evaluators, of 

perspectives to the same data set (theory triangulation), and of methods.   I used 

triangulation of data sources and theory triangulation, which served to enhance the 

credibility of the study.  Peer debriefing was done regularly with the dissertation 

committee.  Erlandson at el., (1993) recommend that the researcher step out of the 

context and review perceptions, insights, and analyses with professionals who have a 

general understanding of the study.  Other measures taken to ensure credibility were 

use of referential adequacy materials and member checking.   Photographs of classroom 

work and other documents were regularly taken which provided a slice of life and the 

referential material.  I consulted the teacher about the accurateness of my interview 

data and observation data to carry out the necessary member checking.  

Transferability.  In a naturalistic study, the obligation for demonstrating 

transferability belongs to those who would apply it to the receiving context (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1989, p. 241).  The researcher has an obligation to provide enough detailed 

description of the study’s context to enable readers to compare the “fit” with their 

situations.  The present study addressed transferability in two ways:  first by providing 

detailed descriptions in the study such that the readers can use it and apply it for their 

contexts, and second by providing documents to substantiate the claims made in the 

analysis.  The documents provide “shared characteristics as noted across contexts.”  
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Dependability.  An audit trail is established to ensure the dependability factor 

by looking at the data processes followed in the research study.   An external reviewer 

should be able to trace an adequate trail to follow the conclusions, insights, and 

recommendations reached by the researcher to the sources of the inquiry (Erlandson et 

al., 1993).  Yet another way to ensure dependability is to use multiple sources of data.  

My data collection included teacher questionnaires, classroom observations, field notes, 

semi structured interviews, conversations with the teacher, teacher and student 

documents, and my reflexive journal.   Researchers and teacher educators also follow 

the audit trail to better understand and relate the context to other similar contexts.   

Generalizability.   With respect to the generalizability of my study the 

teacher, her fourth grade classroom, and the focus group of students were specifically 

selected.  It was known that this teacher of writing had been teaching writing for 12 

years so she was a good candidate for my study.  Moreover, I came to learn about her 

and her expertise through a writing professor at the university who knew about her 

credentials and her actual classroom practices.   

Personal Assumptions 

I brought three personal assumptions to the study, which are stated and 

influenced the documentation of my story of this teacher.  First, I believe in a view of 

writing as a process and as played out in the implementation of Writing Workshop in 

the classroom.  Second, a teacher’s pedagogy is largely influenced by her belief systems, 

her experiences, and her knowledge.  This assumption is based on literature and 
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research read over a period of time.   Third, a teacher who is a writer herself and 

teaching writing will be able to nurture writers and meet the requirements of the test 

with ease.   

Summary  

This educational, qualitative case study is situated within the constructivist 

research paradigm.  I examined a veteran fourth grade teacher’s beliefs and knowledge 

about writing in writing instruction and in the context of the classroom setting.  The 

setting was a low SES Title 1 priority school in the southwestern high plains of the 

United States.  My research questions were investigated using multiple sources of data.  

The multiple data sources were analyzed using the constant comparison method (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967) to reveal categories and ultimately the themes that emerged to 

describe the teacher’s beliefs and knowledge that were then tied to her classroom 

instruction.    
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS 

In this chapter I present my findings about how one teacher’s knowledge and 

beliefs about writing influenced her writing instruction.  The study was conducted in a 

fourth grade classroom in the school district adjacent to the university.    Fourth grade 

was particularly chosen because that is the level where outside assessment measures 

become important.   The teacher’s knowledge and beliefs were examined using multiple 

data sources including teacher questionnaires, field notes of classroom observations, 

semi structured interviews, unstructured interviews, teacher and student documents, 

and my reflexive journal. 

  I first describe the school setting and the participants and discuss the themes 

that emerged from the data.  I discuss the writing instruction in the fall and the spring 

separately because the emerging themes varied in content and degree.  During the fall 

five themes emerged:  fourth grade teachers formed a support community, 

administration monitors and provides assistance for writing instruction, Writing 

Workshop and its instructional strategies are implemented, writing for authentic 

purposes is evident, and the state wide achievement test was a lurking shadow.  During 

the spring four themes emerged:  state achievement test commands attention, students 

succeed on the state achievement test, assessment practices used in writing instruction, 

and writing for authentic purposes is evident.  The following research questions framed 

the study:   
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What knowledge and beliefs do teachers bring to their writing instructional 

practices?   

What is the role of assessment and writing assessment practices in teacher’s 

beliefs, knowledge, and instruction?   

What change occurred in teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about expository 

writing after modifications made as a result of my role as participant observer?  

The School Setting   

Auburn Elementary School (pseudonym) is situated in a midsize city in the 

southwestern United States.  The area surrounding the school is an impoverished 

neighborhood with 96% of the students receiving free or reduced price school lunches. 

The school population is 80% Hispanics, 15% African Americans, and 5% Caucasian.   

Undaunted people like the principal of the school, Mr. Cunningham (pseudonym), 

believe that his school can make a difference in the lives of children:  

The majority of our kiddos live in poverty.  And that’s the kind of school I 

like to be in where you can make such a difference, where you can break 

the cycle, and show them that they can grow up and go to college.4  

 The classroom teacher of the school, Ms. Smith, finds that teaching here 

provides a high degree of satisfaction.  She noted, “I love teaching and look forward to 

coming to work every day.5    
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The principal stated most of the students on the campus can be classified under 

a broad umbrella of ELLs (English Language Learners).  Most of these students when 

admitted in the pre-kindergarten come with very limited English vocabulary. That is a 

gap that teachers need to bridge:  

 So I think reading follows writing and if you do not have good reading 

ability you lag behind in writing as well.   These kids tend to [struggle with 

learning].  We have been a poverty school and our students lag behind in 

those literacy tasks.  And I read somewhere...how much vocabulary they 

come with.  By grade 3 kids of poverty are 18,000 words behind students 

from affluent classes and that’s a huge gap for us to fill in.  We are 

working hard to give these students a fair shot at it, equalize the playing 

field.6 

Beyond vocabulary concerns, one of the major problems faced by the school was 

the issue of student mobility.  Students enrolling late in the semester due to custody 

issues or other factors lose two to three months of instructional time.  Remediation and 

trying to make up this lost time is frustrating for the teachers.  The principal asserts, “If 

we can just keep our Auburn students (K-5), I guarantee you they will be rock solid.”7  

Ms. Smith stated in an interview that writing became a focus of attention for the 

school two years prior to the study especially because of the low performance of the 

school on the state achievement test.  A number of veteran teachers in the school had 

been talking about a need for focusing on writing instruction for a long time.  Finally in 
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the previous year, principal, assistant principal, and literacy coach emphasized that the 

students needed to improve their writing.  They supported writing instruction and this 

became a concerted effort by all teachers and across the school.   

The class.  Ms. Smith was the most experienced teacher among the fourth 

grade teachers.  Therefore, she was always found to be capable of handling difficult 

classes comprised of students with special needs, students with learning difficulties, and 

students with emotional problems.  This year of the study was no exception.  The final 

composition of the class was 18 students:  14 Hispanic students, 3 African Americans, 

and 1 Caucasian.  At the beginning of the year, she had 22 students but four dropped 

out in March because there were various problems at home including a move to a foster 

home and abuse at the hands of relatives.  Another set of four students belonged to 

special education, and Ms. Smith frequently attended to their individual needs.  Eight 

students received additional assistance in reading and writing from a support team and 

one was an ELL who received some special language assistance.  As told to me by Ms. 

Smith, many students often received little support at home and were dealing with 

emotional problems, often compounded by lack of attention in overcrowded homes full 

of elders who did not really care or had enough problems of their own.  Finally, there 

was a lack of space to do school work at home.  Some students did not get enough sleep 

in the night and as a result were very inattentive in class.  Behavioral problems were not 

unusual.  According to Ms. Smith, the students’ craved personal attention and perhaps 

for the reason that only two children had both parents and the other 20 children were 
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from single parent homes.  In terms of language, Ms. Smith reported that Spanish was 

the first language for many children which made help in school work at home difficult.  

The school helped in addressing these behavioral problems by employing Mr. Brown 

(pseudonym).  During difficult times in class if the students’ behavioral problems 

persisted, Ms. Smith and other teachers could request Mr. Brown’s help in talking to 

these students outside the class.    

The class writing achievement level ranged from a GT (Gifted & Talented) 

student to that of a student with special needs who could write only two to three words 

in a sentence.  Ms. Smith set up the same expectations for the entire class but with 

individualized work for each of these students.   She had to modify or accommodate 

learning needs of those students.  For example, there were four students in her class 

who were able to verbalize their thoughts but did not have fine motor skills; therefore, 

she would write their ideas for them.   But her expectations for them were the same as 

for others in the class:  to have a beginning, a middle, and an end section within a 

written composition.  She also expected the GT child them to have main ideas and 

supporting details in their writing.  Ms. Smith also needed to challenge the GT child with 

higher levels of vocabulary use and elaborate details in the writing.  Furthermore, these 

students tested for a modified version of the state achievement test: They were helped 

in reading but not in writing, and they were allowed to type their paper as they did not 

have the fine motor skills to write. However, they still got tired and then their writing 
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had numerous errors.  These students used a list of sight words (frequently used words) 

to assist them in their writing. 

Children’s mobility was a big issue, and Ms. Smith had two students move into 

her class after Thanksgiving, which in the principal’s words was frustrating for teachers 

because they would have to bring them to the existing level of the class.  In spite of 

working with latecomers, the teacher was able to get an 80% success rate in writing on 

the State Achievement test, showing a 50% growth in writing test scores as compared to 

the previous year.  Furthermore, there were many additional adults in the classroom 

with additional claims on her time. There were more people present this year as 

compared to previous years.  I was there for data collection, Ms. Kendall was there as a 

student teacher, the Data Wise Harvard team was present, and another faculty support 

team brought by Mr. Cunningham.   

Testing in the fourth grade.  The present study examined how testing 

influenced the teacher’s writing instruction.  The fourth grade writing assessment is a 

snapshot in terms of the writing ability, and the principal confessed that the students 

did not practice writing much from kindergarten to fifth grade.  They had had very little 

writing instruction leading up to this level.  However, Ms. Smith affirmed testing 

constrained or restricted teaching but she stated that was the reality of being in the 

fourth grade.   The testing in fourth grade was really high stakes because, for example, if 

the students failed to interpret the prompt correctly they failed the test.  Ms. Smith 

reiterated that was a frequent occurrence. 
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Classroom Arrangements  

This section discusses the classroom and group arrangement of students, the 

way the students were situated in the classroom.  The classroom arrangement also 

included a print rich environment:  sight words, word walls, the anchor charts, and the 

classroom libraries.   

Classroom and group arrangement of students.  The students sat facing each 

other in groups of four.  Ms. Smith switched the groups often so that the students could 

work with different students and get different ideas.  She believed that if students 

stayed together for a long time, they got very comfortable with each other and relied on 

others to do their work.  For instance, if Veronica was in the group, others relied on her 

to do the work and she was willing.  They needed to be reorganized and partnered up 

for Writing Workshop.  Within the partners there would always be one who would be 

ahead academically and the other behind.  The partnering was also a way to keep 

students interested in the work by virtue of working with different people.  Ms. Smith 

told me that she carefully paired students “because if the difference is too much, one 

will get bored and the other will get frustrated.”8 

For classroom and seating arrangements (figure 4.1), Ms. Smith thought about 

all the instructional contexts and how the students could help each other.  Ms. Smith 

liked them to be sitting in a group of four most of the time but partner up while doing 

revising and editing.  At the back of the classroom she had a round table which was a 
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gathering place for sharing time.  At the back there was also a carpet and a pillow for 

students to sit comfortably and work.   

 

Figure 4.1. Classroom and Seating Arrangement of Students 

Print rich environment in the class.   There was a print rich environment 

in the classroom which informed students during their writing.  Every bit of space in the 

classroom was used to provide sight words, word walls, and anchor charts.  There were 

two libraries, classroom library for narratives, expository, poetry, and other genres.  The 

second library had guided reading books and accelerated reading books.   

Sight words provided a ready access of high frequency words (figure 4.2) which 

students used initially consciously, but through continued usage they became an 

automatic repertoire of writing vocabulary for them.  
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Figure 4.2. High Frequency Words 

On the word walls were irregular verbs (figure 4.3) which is one of the difficult 

areas for students in general but they posed a particular problem for those who have 

limited English vocabulary as did Ms. Smith’s fourth grade students. To help them 

develop a word consciousness about irregular verbs, word walls adorned the walls of 

the classroom as a ready source to consult during the time students wrote. 

 

Figure 4.3. Word Walls on Irregular Verbs 
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 Anchor charts (figure 4.4) were topic specific and were used regularly by the 

teacher for modeling writing instruction and then put on the wall for students’ ready 

reference when they wrote.  Anchor charts were consulted by the students when they 

engaged in revision. They also had a chart of writing process on the wall (figure 4.4). 

 

Figure 4.4. Anchor Charts 

  The classroom had two different types of libraries.  One had narrative and 

expository books (figure 4.5.a) while the other had books to be used for guided reading 

and the accelerated reader program (figure 4.5.b).  The students were free to use the 

library books for their writing purposes. 
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Figure 4.5. a. Classroom Library for Narrative and Expository Books  

 

 Figure 4.5. b. Classroom Library for Guided Reading and Accelerated Reader Program 

  

Participants 

I discuss the teacher as a participant and offer her general beliefs and knowledge 

about children, writing instruction, and learning.  I then offer student profiles for the 

five students whose work I noted.  
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Classroom teacher.  Ms. Smith had been teaching at Auburn Elementary 

School for the past twelve years and ten of those years were as a teacher of writing.  

She received her certification as a generalist (K-6th) and taught music as a beginning 

teacher.  She had training in her 6+1 writing traits.   Recently, she did her training for 

teaching narrative and expository writing from Empowering Writers 

(http://empoweringwriters.com/).  She used the ideas from that training extensively in 

her teaching.  

She believed that each child was a unique individual who needed a secure, 

caring, and stimulating atmosphere in which to grow.  It was her desire to help students 

achieve success in school by providing an environment that was safe, and conducive to 

learning.  She encouraged a sharing of ideas among students.  Ms. Smith used strategies 

that met the needs of every learning style.  She allowed the child's natural curiosity to 

direct the learning, and she promoted respect for all things and people. 

In terms of writing instruction, she operated on a continuum with skills-based 

instruction at one end and the process writing on the other end.  In her description of 

teaching of writing for this academic year, she mainly focused on mechanics of writing 

for the purpose of the test:  

This year is very similar to previous year. [Students] all come in every year with 

the same weakness of grammar, and conventions, the spellings.  The students 

did not know how to tell a story much less write a story.  This year the pressure 

of State Achievement test is greater.9   
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In spite of the test pressures, she had students write for authentic purposes 

which included accessing the senses, elaborating on details, and holding authors’ chair 

session (e.g., for the haunted house writing).   

The focus group.  Five students were part of a focus group consisting of four 

different levels of achievement:  high (two), middle (one), lower middle (one), and low 

(one).   Four students were Hispanic students and one was African American.   A profile 

of each student was created based on interviews, class assignments, writing portfolios, 

and information the teacher provided.  Ms. Smith graded the students on the State 

Achievement test rubric at the beginning, middle, and at the end of the year.  Examples 

of students’ work also supported the themes presented later in this chapter.   

Sam was a high achieving student who had a very supportive home environment.  

He was the only person to be part of the Auburn Elementary School Leadership Team 

who helped with the flag hoisting among other duties at the school.  To be part of the 

Team one needed good grades, good attendance, and good behavior.  His mother 

always inquired how his work was progressing.  Parent interest and inner drive both 

propelled him to achieve.  Ms. Smith assessed his writing performance to be at 2/4 at 

the beginning of the year when he had issues with conventions, details, and handwriting 

(which was illegible), but by the middle of the year he had improved his performance to 

3/4 and finally scored 3.5/4.   

Veronica was also a high achieving student.  She lived with her mom and step 

dad.  Her mother was very involved in and supportive of Veronica’s learning.  Veronica 
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had been in Auburn Elementary School since Kindergarten. She had been a student at 

the school longer than most in the class.  Her mother was going to school and wanted to 

become a teacher.  Veronica was outgoing, self-confident, and happy.  She read one of 

her stories for the morning school assembly on the intercom.  Ms. Smith assessed her 

writing performance at the beginning of the school year at 2 but by the middle of the 

year she improved to 3 and finally at the end a 3.75 because of her engaging details and 

proper use of conventions. 

Betty was an average student who took her work seriously.  She was very 

reserved and quiet, especially at the beginning of the semester.  I observed that in class 

she looked exhausted and appeared unkempt.  Ms. Smith told me that Betty did not 

sleep at night as her mother, who was a single mom, worked nights and was thus 

absent.  Betty had a good imagination and wrote well.  She took ownership of her 

writing and liked what she wrote.  Ms. Smith assessed her writing performance at the 

beginning of the year to be 1 with issues of conventions and a lack of details, but she 

improved to 2 and finally by the end of the year had a strong 2 or a 3.    

Ronaldo was low average student.  He lived with his mother.  His parents were 

not involved with his school life.  He resented that and had huge anger issues which 

interfered with his work.  There were frequent mood swings.  He started with a writing 

score of 1 which progressed to a 2.  Finally he made a strong improvement in terms of 

conventions which netted him a strong 2+++ and went to make a strong 2++++ by the 

end of the year. 
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Steve was a low achieving student in the class.  He lived with his parents but 

looked after himself even though a lot of people stayed in his house.  Ms. Smith noted 

that he was often sleepy in class and inattentive.  In the beginning of the school year he 

was happy and participated in class, but not so in the spring.  He had behavioral issues 

and craved attention.  His writing reflected good ideas at the beginning of the school 

year, and Ms. Smith assigned him a writing score of 1.  He progressed to 2 rather quickly 

when he began elaborating on the details and he finally stayed at a strong 2++ (more 

than 2 and moving towards 3) until the end of the school year. 

Writing Instruction by the Semester  

I have divided writing instruction for the school year into fall and spring.  In fall 

there was less pressure about and attention to the test although it always lurked in the 

background.  Authentic writing was in evidence as students wrote about topics such as 

Halloween.  In spring testing assumed monumental proportions which directly affected 

writing instruction.  Authentic writing was in evidence also as students wrote their 

informational research project. 

Writing instruction in fall.  I begin the discussion with Ms. Smith’s broad 

knowledge and beliefs for fall and then go on to describe what she wanted to 

concentrate on in terms of instruction.  I then discuss each of the themes that emerged 

from the data for the fall:  fourth grade teachers formed a support community, 

administration monitors and provides assistance for writing instruction, Writing 

Workshop and its instructional strategies are implemented, writing for authentic 
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purposes is evident, and the state wide achievement test was a lurking shadow.   With 

the exception of the theme related to the administration, other themes encompass 

teacher knowledge, teacher beliefs, and teacher instruction. 

Teacher’s knowledge and beliefs.  Ms. Smith differentiated between beliefs and 

knowledge as beliefs having a connection to the heart while knowledge has more 

connection with the brain.  She believed students needed a passion for writing and an 

understanding of the components of the process (e.g., brainstorming, planning, rough 

draft, final draft) which she modeled in her instruction.   If the students were not 

independent writers, they would help each other by working together in groups.  Ms. 

Smith believed writing was a form of expression using the students’ own creativity.  

They would use writing for the rest of their lives whether they applied for college or not.  

 Teacher instruction. Ms. Smith believed that the students in fall needed a lot of 

guidance to develop and organize their ideas. They also needed broader vocabulary and 

to be skilled in grammar and conventions.  Students needed reading experiences to 

support the need for vocabulary, conventions, elaboration, and organization in the fall.  

They needed to be shown the connection between reading and writing as a means to 

develop these necessary aspects of writing.  

Fourth grade teachers formed a support community. The fourth 

grade teachers took help for their writing instruction from different sources. One of the 

strong sources of support was the team of fourth grade teachers who met regularly and 

discussed matters pertaining to writing instruction.  Additional sources were provided 
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by the administration and included assistance from outside the school. 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about fourth grade teachers who formed a 

support community.  Prior to the administration’s increased support for writing 

instruction, teachers were mostly on their own, disclosed Ms. Smith.  In the absence of 

any training, the teachers “had just learned to survive,” and they helped themselves by 

helping others, i.e., when they taught each other they also learned it themselves.  Ms. 

Smith believed she really learned to teach writing when she herself became a teacher of 

writing.  The fourth grade teachers formed their own collaborative group whereby they 

could seek each other out for assistance in thinking about writing instruction.  The 

district gave what seemed an overload of information for teaching both reading and 

writing; teachers found it difficult to make classroom applications. 

Teacher instruction.  Fourth grade teachers met regularly to plan their writing 

instruction.  Additionally, they read their students’ narratives and expository 

compositions and scored them.  So, if one fourth grade teacher, Mr.  Keaton 

(pseudonym), scored the compositions and Ms. Smith scored them and their scores 

matched, it followed that they both would have graded the same way. The teachers 

wanted to have consistency in how they assessed their students’ writing.  They also 

collaboratively compared students’ writing to note students’ strengths and weaknesses.   

The teachers also provided each other with prompts.  Team conversations 

happened at lunch, and Ms. Smith told me they often met when everyone had time in 

the afternoon.  Ms. Campbell, the literacy coach, gave Ms. Smith suggestions regarding 
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writing.  For example, students wrote, discussed, revised, and edited drafts about 

“when they were growing up.”  The teachers hoped to expand on this theme next year 

when they would bring in people from the community who would talk about their jobs 

or careers. The teachers believe this would help students really invest in their learning, 

and they would remember what they had learned.   

 Administration monitors and provides support for writing 

instruction. To help the teachers build their capacity for teaching writing, the 

administration sought outside support and mandated teachers to take the training, 

“Empowering Writers” (http://empoweringwriters.com/) and to take the help from 

Harvard University’s professional program Data Wise 

(https://learnweb.harvard.edu/wide/en/prog/datawise.html).  Mr. Cunningham, the 

principal, believed that outside help would assist teachers and in turn improve writing 

scores.  Ms. Smith believed that the training programs offered by the school would be 

useful to the teachers.  I will discuss each of these programs in terms of the knowledge 

they provided and the way the programs played out instructionally.  

  Teacher knowledge and beliefs.  Empowering Writers. Ms. Smith believed that 

packaged programs help especially those teachers who may not have had extensive 

preparation for teaching writing.   She highly recommended the program: 

I like the whole thing, the philosophy to provide the structure to students to 

write a well sequenced composition, being narrative or expository.  Honestly, I 
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like the activities in there, really hands on like the pumpkin, describe the 

scarecrow, hands on where they can really expand the vocabulary.  I feel the 

Empowering Writers allows the students room to better vocabulary for writing 

and the structure it provides especially when they do not have the background 

for writing at all.10 

Teacher instruction.   Even though the packaged program offered a structure 

and helped students thinking, it was somewhat rigid and limited in scope.  For example, 

Ms. Smith asked all the students to write an ending for a magic carpet ride and not to 

forget to include a feeling, memory, wish or hope, decision or defining action.  Students 

were expected to adhere to this requirement.  Joseph showed me his draft where he 

had made connections to a book he read on a similar theme.  His approach seemed a 

unique one but seemingly did not align with the prescribed requirements.  Veronica 

voiced her desire to write on friendship in one of the classes.11  This would be a good 

topic for pre adolescence; however, this topic was not an allowable one for this point in 

time.  

Teacher knowledge and beliefs- Harvard team. The principal and a team from 

Harvard University provided a program called Data Wise 

(http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup1564

23) for teachers.  This program offers a step-by-step process and habits of mind that 

teams of educators can use to work collaboratively on school improvement and 

professional development of teachers.  It was put in place to assist teachers and provide 
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them feedback on their writing instruction.  The entire school faculty met in the 

beginning of the year and looked at the previous year’s state achievement test for 

fourth grade papers to re-evaluate what needed to be done to improve writing in the 

school.   At this meeting, all the teachers decided that they needed to focus on writing 

at all grade levels and wrote down goals each student should have achieved before they 

left the grade level.   Conventions was a concern and development of organized ideas 

was also something teachers wanted to examine.12  However, there was a debate about 

whether or not there ought to be a focus on developing a story or on conventions.  The 

faculty decided that it wanted to focus on developing a story.  However, Ms. Smith did 

not agree.  She chose to focus on conventions because if students could write a 

complete sentence with a complete thought with capitalization and punctuation and 

could spell, then she could teach the students how to write a story.  In other words, if 

they could write sentences then the teacher’s attention would focus on story 

development.  At a second meeting in December, the team advised the teachers to 

focus on conventions because of the problems students’ had with spelling. Students 

were still not writing in complete sentences.  Ms. Smith told me, “They cannot write a 

story [without complete sentences] so the focus shifted.”13 

Teacher Instruction. Ms. Smith told me how instruction proceeded when the 

Harvard team was present: 

The Harvard Team did the instructional rounds and on our half days they told 

what they saw and what we need to do better.  They talked about word walls.  
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We need to have more words on the walls, more anchor charts, more student 

work.  They also wanted us to ask high order thinking questions.  So they 

gathered data do during their instructional rounds, pulled teachers out from 

each grade level, and then meet us on our half days and discussed what they 

saw.14   

The graphic below indicates the steps of the Harvard Model (figure 4.6).  

According to Ms. Smith they put all their numbers in the computer and the software 

calculated scores. The following website provided more information about the Harvard 

Model.  

http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup15642

3  

 

Figure 4.6. Harvard Model 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about usage of TAP rubric.  The TAP Rubric was 

http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup156423
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup156423
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup156423
http://isites.harvard.edu/icb/icb.do?keyword=datawise&tabgroupid=icb.tabgroup156423
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brought to Auburn Elementary School by individuals in the Teacher Education 

Department at the local university.  The TAP rubric consists of indicators critical to 

effective teaching such as use of questioning, academic feedback, clear objectives, and 

classroom management.  The instructors who worked with teacher candidates assigned 

to Auburn Elementary School graded the teacher candidates’ performance with the TAP 

Rubric.  The Auburn School administration adapted the TAP rubric in the hope it would 

help the teachers become more reflective about their teaching.  The administrators also 

hoped that it made the classroom teachers aware of how to address those students who 

were struggling.   Administrators could also see school wide strengths and identify areas 

for improvement.  

Teacher instruction.  Ms. Smith talked about how the video capture of the TAP 

teaching in her writing classroom as a professional development effort of the school 

helped her.   Ms. Smith watched the video and then graded herself on the TAP rubric 

usually giving herself a 3 which was good while 5 was exceptional.  She confessed, “One 

thing that has helped me is the Tap Rubric; I look at it and give myself feedback based 

on it.  Be able to see this is where you need improvement and incorporate that.  I think 

rubrics really help.”15  

 Ms. Smith would conference about her writing instruction with Ms. Campbell, 

the literacy coach, before the videotaping. Then Ms. Campbell came in and taped Ms. 

Smith during the lesson.  After that Ms. Smith scored herself on the TAP rubric and Ms. 

Campbell scored her. They compared scores.  In the discussion that followed the coach 
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explained, “I gave you this because…” Ms. Smith liked these pre- and post- conferences 

which are a part of the TAP rubric implementation.  The school adapted the TAP rubric 

last year and will continue to use it in the foreseeable future.    

 Writing Workshop and its instructional strategies are 

implemented.   Ms. Smith mainly used Writing Workshop and its instructional 

strategies such as modeling, conferencing, and sharing in her fourth grade classroom. 

The principal, Mr. Cunningham, arranged for the fourth grade teachers to learn more 

about Writing Workshop by attending professional development sessions on that topic 

sponsored by the district.   He thought workshops were a way to get teachers 

collaboratively involved in writing as they learned better from each other as students 

learned better from their peers.  These sessions could create some writing teacher 

leaders on the campus.  Ms. Smith thought back to her earlier days of teaching writing, 

when she learned from watching other teachers and sharing ideas with them.  When 

she did her student teaching in a second grade for her teacher certification, her mentor 

teacher did Writing Workshop and that was when she first learned about it.  In this 

section I discuss components of workshop and some instructional strategies she 

regularly used:  topic selection, modeling, brainstorming, planning, rough draft, revise 

and edit, final draft, and conferencing.    

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about topic selection.  One of the distinguishing 

features of the Writing Workshop is that students self-select the topics; they write 

about topics they are interested in.  In contrast to the usual practices of Writing 
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Workshop, Ms. Smith used the district prompts which were provided for her by the 

district.  Even though these prompts were broad (such as write about a time when you 

were brave or what you are excited about), they are constraining.  At one point, Ms. 

Smith offered to write a different prompt for each student depending on their interests.   

She believed that would be acceptable because they would still be writing and practicing 

for the test.  However, she was cautious about deviating from district policy and testing 

guidelines:  

I was thinking of choosing different prompts for each child whether a narrative 

or expository.  It’s still practicing for the [state achievement test] but they are 

writing what they are interested in.  I hate them being in this box because of the 

test but this is the reality of being in the fourth grade.16 

Teacher instruction.  On one occasion the writing prompt for students was 

“write about a time when you had a winter adventure.”  Ms. Smith discussed possible 

topics centering on an adventure during winter.  The following dialogue pertained to 

how Ms. Smith helped her students think about getting started with this prompt:  

First time when we were up in the mountains, there was no electricity and we 

were stuck inside the house.  I could tell you about that.  We lit a fire to stay 

warm, played cards, and talked.  A friend got us food from KFC.  [She suggested] 

first time in the mountains –sledding. [She suggested] first time I saw snow.17     
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She demonstrated to students how there was some latitude in even the prompts that 

were provided. 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about modeling.  Ms. Smith was of the belief 

that the teacher has to model the expectations she has for students.  So if she expected 

students to write she should write herself.  She reiterated this in the teacher 

questionnaire.  She said composing in front of children was a desirable quality because 

children learned from modeling.  She was emphatic that one had to model for them.18    

 Modeling done in the class was in the form of thinking aloud about all aspects of 

writing including the deciphering of the meaning of the prompt, brainstorming, 

planning, writing the rough draft, revising and editing, and writing the final draft.  Ms. 

Smith attributed the success of her students writing to the step wise modeling of these 

aspects of writing.  In the first interview she stated:  

I think what really worked for my students are teaching [aspects] of writing one 

at a time, teaching them the importance of elaboration, beginnings and endings, 

just analyzing piece meal and dissecting different sections and then writing and 

piecing it together.19  

Ms. Smith articulated information about each aspect of writing:  brainstorming, 

planning, rough draft, revise and edit, and the final draft.  

[Brainstorming is] important because they all need time to process their 

thoughts and learn how to choose the topics, and settle on one idea.  So they 
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have to learn about how to choose that one idea of their interest and be able to 

write about it.  What do they know about the topic?  It gives them some 

ownership and they are proud of it, feel successful.20   

In terms of planning she said, “It is helpful for students to maintain a focus on their 

prompt and their drafts.  The planning stage for the narrative prompt always began with 

beginning (when, where, who), middle (what, why), and finally end (how).”21  About the 

rough draft she stated, “Drafting is important for them to tell their own story, just a 

rough telling of the story verbally and get it all written down.  Just let their thoughts be 

free.”22  For revise and edit she recommended “looking at mechanics (in terms of 

conventions, sentences, punctuation)… and revising as well as editing the draft.”  About 

the final draft/publishing Ms. Smith stated the following: 

Being in a form that can present to the public, making sure that conventions are 

there, spellings are correct, punctuation is there, and capitalization is there.  

Those things that one finds in a published book.  That’s what it means for them 

at this point.  Once they revise and edit they have the final copy.  However, 

publishing [a research project means] putting all the research and their thoughts 

together with the pictures... going through the entire process.23  

Teacher instruction.  Brainstorming, planning, writing a rough draft, revising and 

editing, and writing a final draft will be described using two different prompts.  The 

example for brainstorming is from an expository prompt, “the perfect friend and the 

characteristics of a good friend.”   The other aspects (planning, writing a rough draft, 
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revising and editing, and final draft) will be described using the narrative prompt, “when 

I had to be brave.”  The examples provided are typical practices in this teacher’s 

classroom.  

 The first stage of the writing process, brainstorming, was done with the “perfect 

friend” prompt.  The prompt, which was provided by the district, is shown below (figure 

4.7).  It included the following directive:  “Explain the characteristics of a good friend.  

Who is a good friend to you?”  I also provide an example of the brainstorming 

associated with the writing for this prompt (figure 4.8).   

 

Figure 4.7. District Directive     
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Figure 4.8. Brainstorming 

The brainstorming was carried out in the class by Ms. Smith and the students. They first 

categorized the words and the categories are listed below.  Then Ms. Smith told the 

class to choose one word that knitted all the synonyms together.  The bolded words 

were the choices decided by the teacher and the students.  

Caring, kind, polite, helpful, sharing  

Dependable, loyal, trustworthy, responsible, good citizen 

Fun, playful, humorous, funny, cheerleader 

Defends, protects, got your back 

Ms. Smith told the students that the bold words were the main idea.  They 

would need to select a main idea and then write to the ideas and with supporting 
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details.  She provided the following during class time as an example of being 

“dependable”:  

I feel being dependable is a good characteristic.  I can count on my friends.  You 

know you can trust them to follow through what they say.  I wanted my friend to 

help me move and she turned up to help…If you chose “polite” explain why 

“polite” is a good characteristic.  If you chose “helpful” state what does it mean 

to be “helpful”? 24    

I present examples for planning and from the narrative prompt about times in our lives 

when we have to be brave.  The planning for the narrative prompt used an anchor chart 

(figure 4.9) and began with beginning (when, where, who), middle (what, why), and end 

(how).   

\ 

Figure 4.9. Anchor Chart for Planning  

Ms. Smith used points in the anchor chart to model for students what needed to be 

included in the draft.  Then she charted the main event for which she used the anchor 

chart for main event (figure 4.10).  For each point on the chart she modeled a sentence.  
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The action being brave required trusting the doctors and following their directions.  She 

thought about it so her thoughts were, “I think I have to be brave,” but she felt terrified 

(feeling).  However, she consoled herself by saying, “It’s going to be okay” (dialogue).   

Distantly, she heard the nurses looking at her and saying, “Count till ten.”   

 

Figure 4.10. Anchor Chart for Main Event 

Ms. Smith then used these sentences and developed them into an organized chart 

(figure 4.11). She modeled her planning for the students. 

 

Figure 4.11. Charting the Ideas 

 Ms. Smith modeled how to move planning to connected text of the rough draft 
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(Figure 4.12) by thinking aloud in front of the students.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.12. Rough Draft 
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 The student teacher, Ms. Kendall and the teacher, Ms. Smith demonstrated 

revising and editing for the students. They engaged in a peer conference to demonstrate 

this aspect and used a handout as a guide (figure 4.13).  The same procedure was used 

by students who partnered with each other for peer conferences.  

 

Figure 4.13. Handout for Revising 

 In terms of the final draft, Ms. Smith used what she had learned from the peer 

conferencing with Ms. Kendall.   Ms.  Kendall highlighted “two glows” as positive 

feedback to the writer (Ms. Smith) and suggested areas of improvement (figure 4.14).  

The peer reviewer (Ms. Kendall) liked the description “the hospital smelled like the 

alcohol pads my mom used to disinfect my ears after they were pierced.”  In terms of 
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areas of improvement, she suggested spelling corrections such as “remember” and she 

suggested elaboration for “so they could take a picture of my bone.”  Based on this 

feedback, Ms. Smith developed her final draft.  In one of our conversations, Ms. Smith 

told me that according to the state testing guidelines students were expected to do peer 

revision on the final draft.   
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Figure 4. 14. Working Final Draft 
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Teacher knowledge and beliefs about writing conferences.  Ms. Smith believed 

conferencing to be same as feedback. Students’ growth in writing was facilitated 

through conferencing.25  The students arrived at their final drafts with the teacher’s help 

given during conferencing.  Ms. Smith believed that it was important for students’ to get 

a feel for what readers are understanding about what has been written.  From her 

experience, the students seemed to grow more as writers with specific feedback.   At 

first students think their piece is perfect, but after conferencing they understand it still 

needs revision.26  In terms of peer conferencing, Ms. Smith believed that the students 

were more excited to write for their peers and in turn, do her proud and impress her. 

Ms. Smith believed that talk and conversation helped one to be a good writer.  

She noted that in all the years of her teaching she observed that if one was speaking or 

having a conversation, it helped the writing.  She also noted there was research to 

support her views: 

There is research by Marsha Tait, and she says if you want a child to remember 

and retain what they are learning, the child has to talk three times more than the 

teacher.  They need every opportunity to talk about what they are learning or 

what they are doing.27  

In contrast, she said, the ones who did not talk struggle in writing.   If the student was 

quiet and never talked it affected his or her writing adversely:  the student was not able 

to put complete thoughts on paper.  Ms. Smith recounted that if her students were 

“talking in circles,” and did not start with a beginning and an end, they would do the 
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same in writing.  Likewise, if the students did not talk to anybody (like Stacy, a student in 

the class) one could see incomplete thoughts on the paper.   She wondered if students 

talked much at home.  That is why in class she organized the students in a group where 

they could talk and interact with each other. 

Teacher instruction: Ms. Smith, the teacher conducted two conferences that 

illustrate the talk needed between teacher and student.  She focused on editing and 

revision during the conferencing.  An editing conference focuses on the mechanics such 

as spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and grammar.  On the other hand, a revision 

conference focuses on the content and clarifies ideas.  I first present Joseph’s writing 

piece followed by the conference dialogues.  I then present Mary’s writing piece and the 

dialogue. 

 

Figure 4.15. Joseph’s Writing Piece 
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Ms. Smith and Joseph met at the round table at the back of the room to discuss 

Joseph’s expository composition about safety rules of basketball (figure 4.15).  The 

conference dialogue is presented. 

Ms. Smith:  The comma comes before the conjunction and not after.  You cannot 

spell “safety” wrong when it is in your prompt.  You forgot an e in that.  So you 

are talking to someone, who are you talking to? 

Joseph:  To my cousin.  

Ms. Smith:  And you are telling him you want to follow safety rules.  So you are 

telling as if it is a story.  You have to put quotation marks around only what you 

actually told your cousin. “You must never hit or kick someone because you can 

hurt them, and you will sit out of the game.”28  Look at the exemplar statement 

(points to the anchor chart on the wall (figure 4.16) in the classroom).  

 

Figure 4.16. Anchor Chart for Exemplar Statement on Conventions 

Ms. Smith:  “I want this room as clean as a whistle!”  Mom roared.  If you notice, 

the quotation marks are around what mom says.  You need to remove [the 

misplaced quotation marks].   
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Joseph:  I meant to take that out. 

Ms. Smith:  You might want to write, “Don’t trip somebody, that can hurt them 

too.”29  

Unlike Joseph’s conference Mary’s focused more on revision of Mary’s piece on 

fire drills (figure 4.17). 

 

Figure 4.17. Mary’s Writing Piece 
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The conference with Mary began with a quote that the teacher candidate, Ms.  Kendall, 

had used while teaching science to the class. 

Ms. Smith exclaimed with enthusiasm, “Good job, look at you!  We follow fire 

drills because they keep everyone calm.”  What do you think is the problem with 

that sentence? 

Mary:  Keep us safe and everyone calm. 

Ms. Smith:  Why do we need fire drills? … Do you think that was in your rough 

draft? What would help you to make sure that you will not forget this in your 

final copy?  What could you do?  Will you reread your final copy to see you have 

not forgotten anything? Will you read sentence by sentence just to make sure 

you do not forget some words?  You don’t need to use apostrophes for fires. 

They do not own anything, and you use apostrophes in case you want to show 

ownership.  You are good, you used ‘an’ with emergency.  That’s really good… 

What we can do is to cut up each point and rearrange each of these sentences so 

that you have a better flow.  You tell me why we follow a fire drill because it 

keeps us safe and keeps everyone calm.  First you were talking about the ‘why’ 

and now you are talking about ‘what’.  So can you see you have a little bit of 

‘why’ and little bit ‘what’?  I love your introduction by the way.  Do you think you 

want to write ‘what’ and ‘why’ or ‘why’ we do fire drills and then ‘what’?  What 

do you think?  
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Mary:  I want to have the ‘why’ first and then ‘what’. 

Ms. Smith:  So we will cut it up so we could rearrange it in a sequence.  I would 

have what we need to do when fire drills happen and that can start your second 

paragraph.  So I will put all your sentences related to what under the second 

paragraph and make sure your sentences do what they say… What do we do? 

We grab the fire pass. We walk down the hall.  Go to the same spot every 

time…Make sure you do write the specifics so the reader can picture in his head 

what you are doing.  Because I get the picture in my head as I have done it with 

you but if I have never done it I would have trouble picturing it, and you assume 

the reader understands what that is about.  You have to assume that the reader 

has never done it.  So you have to be so specific that your reader is there with 

you.  You did an excellent job, just a little bit of rearranging and you are done.  

You really did not have any capitalization mistakes at all, few punctuation errors. 

You did good, your spelling is great, your handwriting looks good.  You just need 

to rearrange it to make it better flow.  Then at the end, do not forget your 

conclusion even if it is a single line.  That is why we need to follow the safety 

rules to keep ours and others lives safe, to protect ourselves and protect others.  

Just one sentence to close it.30 

Mary went back to her seat in the class beaming and in high spirits because she received 

some positive comments about her draft.  

Writing for authentic purposes is evident.  Authentic is defined as 
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students connecting their writing with their lives.  Ms. Smith encouraged students to 

write on topics they enjoyed and ones they could personally connect to from their own 

experiences.  They wrote about autumn and what they saw, felt, smelled, ate, and 

tasted during this season.  Since autumn comes in fall, the students could live the 

experiences and write from first-hand experience.  Students also loved Halloween and 

its haunted houses, ghosts, and eerie monsters.  The students wrote about the haunted 

house and connected to their Halloween experience.  Even though Ms. Smith was 

worried about the test, she did provide opportunities where students wrote what they 

saw, felt, heard, tasted, and smelled.  In short, the sensory experiences informed their 

writing.  In the next sections, I discuss Ms. Smith’s knowledge and beliefs and instruction 

about using the senses as a basis for writing and thinking about writing with spooky 

topics. 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs for writing including the senses. The senses can 

be tapped into if children can relate them to the prompts.  For example, children can 

relate to autumn through the senses.   Ms. Smith chose teaching narrative writing as 

her favorite genre because that genre can use the senses.  Students provide elaborative 

details about sensory aspects related to autumn, e.g., sound of honking geese, smell of 

toasted marshmallows, and taste of apple cider.  Ms. Smith herself liked to write 

narratives on everyday experiences.   At the end of narrative writing one can hear their 

voice.  She noted the writing of narrative and the reading of it was more fun.31   

Teacher instruction. Ms. Smith taught the students “good beginnings” for 
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narrative writing.  She elaborated on why they were important:  

You want your reader to be hooked.  Very first sentence will hook your reader 

and get him to read further.  For narratives include actions, sound, dialogue, 

thought, feelings, or questions.  Adding sound to writing draws in the reader and 

makes the draft interesting to read.32  

Ms. Smith asked students to begin thinking about describing autumn by showing 

them different kinds of beginnings for the writing. She asked them to select the one that 

appealed to them:  

 Beginning A.   “Autumn is a beautiful time of year!” I said, gazing over the 

countryside. 

Beginning B.  “I see brightly colored leaves, I see squirrels gathering nuts.  I see 

pumpkins in the field.  I hear the cool breeze blowing.  I hear the leaves 

crunching underfoot.  I hear the migrating geese honking.” 

Beginning C.  “The autumn air felt, cool and crisp against my skin.  As I walked, 

the brittle leaves crackled and crunched under my feet.”  I did not want to say, I 

heard  ...  off in the distance I heard the honking of the migrating geese.  I took a 

deep breath and got a whiff (not smell) cinnamony.33   

The students were asked to compare c and b; they have different beginnings, used 

different words like crackled and crunched.  The teacher discussed with the students 

which beginning appealed to them and why.  The students liked the third beginning 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

156 

 

because it was specific in its description.  They thought the first one was general and the 

second was very repetitive even though it was descriptive.  Then students’ brainstormed 

ideas that incorporated the senses (figure 4.18).  

 

Figure 4.18. Brainstormed Ideas by the Class for Describing Autumn 

The notion of “geese migrating,”  “drinking hot chocolate,” and smell of “juicy, savory 

steaming turkey” did evoke the festivities and feeling of autumn.  Subsequent to the 

brain storming, students wrote their own drafts.  Sheila’s (focus group student) draft 

read as follows:  

 Off in the distance, I heard geese migrating in the beautiful morning sky!”   I 

couldn’t help but notice the color of the leaves falling from the tree.  The 

squirrels were gathering there [their] nuts.  There was a frightening scarecrow.  

The hot chocolate tasted creamy with little colorful marshmallows in my hot 

chocolate.  I could just imagine the taste of juicy, savory steaming turkey. 
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Sheila ultimately wrote a final draft after revision (figure 4.19).  She retained her good 

ideas and good description of autumn. The final draft was written on the handout 

provided by the teacher. There were incorrect spellings such as beautyful  [beautiful] 

and turky [turkey].  These words were written correctly by Sheila in her rough draft.  

 

Figure 4.19. Sheila’s Final Draft 

To complete sensory experience and associated writing, the students wrote 

turkey poems at Thanksgiving time.  The poems were written through mentor texts 

provided by the teacher (figure 4.20). 
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Figure 4. 20. Poetry Examples Provided by the Teacher 

 Students used Neo typewriters to type out their poems and shared them with the class.  

The poem written by Betty (one of the focus group students) follows: 

 

  Teacher knowledge and beliefs about writing with spooky topics.  “The haunted 

house” was the first district assessment prompt I observed the students using for their 

writing in the fall.  It immediately caught the students’ attention because of its 

timeliness.  Every six weeks the students were given a prompt.  Ms. Smith taught all the 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

159 

 

aspects of the writing process (brainstorming, planning, rough draft, revise and edit, and 

final draft) and with the use of that prompt.  Ms. Smith believed that the “haunted 

house” prompt would be of interest to the students especially because it was October 

and Halloween was approaching and therefore the students would be engaged in the 

writing.  

Teacher instruction. The students wrote to the haunted house prompt in 

anticipation of Halloween.  While writing to the prompt, the students were encouraged 

to think about “the beginnings” of their writing as had been taught previously.  They 

also used the writer’s license freely.  Steve wrote shivvvering [meaning shivering] in an 

exaggerated way to fit the context of the haunted theme.  “My hand was shivvvering 

[shivering] as I was opening the door.  I took out my flashlight, I turnd [turned] it on.  I 

went upstairs and went into a room.  Awwwwwwww! I screamed).”   

Ms. Smith facilitated the inclusion of words that captured sound.   She asked the 

students to discuss with their group the sounds they would hear in a haunted house.  

Some of the student responses were:  Ahhhhhhh-Screaming, Boom, Eh, Creak, Bang, 

Bang, Voooooo, Booo, Ha! Ha! Boo! (Whisper), and Hiss (snake in a haunted house).  

Once the students had discussed the sounds, Ms. Smith pointed out that the beginnings 

should include some or all of the points, i.e., Action, Sound, Dialogue, Thought or 

Feeling or Question, on the anchor chart (figure 4.21).  The anchor chart was put up on 

the wall at the back of the classroom for students’ ready reference.   
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Figure 4.21. Narrative Beginnings 

Ms. Smith proceeded to give an example of a boring beginning which did not 

include the points. “Hi, my name is Kate.  I will tell you about my adventure exploring a 

haunted house.” Ms. Smith suggested it was a routine kind of an introduction and 

cautioned the students against using it.  Ms. Smith reworked the routine beginning 

incorporating the points continuing on the theme of haunted house.  She used an 

example of action as in “my hands trembled as I opened the ancient creaky door to the 

haunted house.”   For sound she said, “Boo! Hiss! I shuddered at the strange noise 

coming from the basement of the abandoned house.”   For dialogue, “Here goes 

nothing.  I mumbled to myself as I climbed the window of the haunted house.”  For 

thought or feeling or question,  “I hoped this house isn’t haunted I thought as I tiptoed 

down the stairs.” After discussion with the class, the anchor chart (figure 4.22) was put 

on the wall for students’ reference when they wrote their own draft. 
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Figure 4. 22. Narrative Beginnings 

“The haunted house” writing was worked on through the month of October, and 

the final draft presented to the class on Halloween.  Using the author’s chair (figure 

4.23) which forms the culmination of the Writing Workshop, the students read aloud 

their compositions to me and the entire class.  
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Figure 4. 23. Author’s Chair 

When I came to listen to the reading, I saw Veronica (one of the focus group students) 

sitting in the author’s chair, a rocking chair.  She was ready to read her piece (figure 

4.24).  The room had a spooky eerie atmosphere.  The lights were switched off, it felt 
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creepy, and a lamp was lit while they read their scary stories.  Ms. Smith had 

suggestions for Veronica’s intonation and expression for the spooky occasion.  

 

Figure 4.24. Veronica’s Haunted House Writing Piece 

Ms. Smith posted the students’ published work on “the haunted house” theme outside 

the classroom where they dared and scared the reader to read their compositions. 
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Figure 4.25. Hall Postings of the Haunted House Writing 

The state achievement test was a lurking shadow.  When the school 

academic year began, teachers and administration met to examine the previous years’ 

state achievement test results.  The school had performed badly in writing so Mr. 

Cunningham brought last year’s state achievement test compositions to the fourth 

grade teachers. They reevaluated the compositions and noted that the conventions and 

development of ideas was a major problem for most students.  However, they initially 

chose to focus on conventions as Ms. Smith and other fourth grade teachers 
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recommended.  She was the senior most teacher at the fourth grade level and her peers 

respected her opinion.  Although she supported attention to conventions, she did have 

her students engaged in authentic writing in the fall, e.g., the writing about autumn and 

about the haunted house.  Nonetheless, testing did lurk in the background when Ms. 

Smith focused on conventions in students compositions and yielded to the pressure and 

preparation of the state achievement test even in fall.  Consequently, as Ms. Smith 

looked at students’ drafts even where a lot of sensory details were used to evoke 

feelings and efforts to draw the reader into the setting were evident, her concern was 

also conventions.  

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about conventions related to tests.  Ms. Smith 

strongly believed that conventions of writing (capitalization, punctuation, and 

mechanics) should be in place before the process of story writing could be taught.  The 

state guidelines has writing and the use of conventions built into each of the grade 

levels.  The school faculty had taken note of conventions required at each grade level 

and what was expected of the students.  The teachers then created rubrics and 

expectations for convention attainment at all levels.   This information was shared with 

me by the literacy coach: 

 Kindergarten students would be able to write a three to five sentence story with 

a beginning, middle, and end.   First grade students would write a one paragraph 

story with correct conventions.  Second grade students would be able to write a 

[longer] story with correct conventions.   Third grade students would be able to 
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complete an expository piece [of writing] with correct conventions.   Fourth 

grade would see students an increase in the number of students that pass the 

fourth grade state writing achievement test [compared to] the previous year.   

Fifth grade students would be able…[to] write a research paper.34  

However, the students did not know how to write a sentence with a capital at the 

beginning, spaces between words, and a period at the end.  So the faculty made a 

decision that they needed to focus on conventions based on the recommendation of 

Ms. Smith and other fourth grade teachers.  The principal was of the opinion that the 

fourth grade teachers would be happy if the students knew how to write a sentence 

with proper punctuation and capitalization.  They could then really focus on the content, 

i.e., development of ideas that they could present in their writing.  Teachers developed 

rubrics for conventions because that was an area of weakness for the students. 

Ms. Smith told me in an interview that she focused on conventions because 60% 

of the state achievement test items related to conventions.  So even if one did very well 

on the compositions in terms of ideas or content, the students would still fail without 

correct mechanics.  Test failures did not only hinge on mechanics.  Even with correct 

mechanics, grading for compositions was subjective and depended on such human 

factors as rater’s mood and level of tiredness.   

Teacher instruction.  Even before the visit of the Harvard team, Ms. Smith 

stressed conventions in her mini lessons.   She conducted a mini-lesson on conventions 

for the entire class for 15 minutes every morning.  Good examples of conventions from 
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reading of literature, e.g., Pinduli by Jannell Cannon, Akiak and Togo by Robert J. Blake, 

and Holes by Louis Sachar, were pointed out to students.35  She asserted that a lot of her 

instructional decisions were based on students’ needs, but temporarily they had chosen 

to focus more on conventions and later on when students were more adept with 

expressing ideas, she would concentrate on elaborations.  Therefore, her writing 

pedagogy encompassed conventions-- basic grammar, capitalization, and punctuation--

and the writing of complete sentences with complete thoughts.36    

As Ms. Smith persevered with teaching conventions, the students’ usage of sight 

words (most frequently used words in English language), capitalization, and punctuation 

improved on the test administered by the district every six weeks.  She was excited 

when they started using the conventions on their own without any reminders.   Many 

anchor charts of sight words and exemplar sentences which showed correct conventions 

especially capitalization were displayed around the classroom.  Ms. Smith held them 

accountable for capitalization.  She would say, “Excuse me, please capitalize." They tired 

of hearing that and said good naturedly, "FIIIINNEE.”  They also had to learn spelling 

rules, and they practiced them for homework.  Right before the test, Ms. Smith 

administered her own exam and saw the students had become stronger on content and 

ideas but they were still struggling with conventions.  However, she saw 90% of them 

were doing it right as compared to the beginning of the year.  

The focus on conventions continued in the next semester.  Early in spring 2014, 

Ms. Smith read the narratives and found that although students wrote good content 
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their spellings and conventions were inadequate.   She used a red pen to point out to 

students the quality of their writing; she indicated areas that needed their attention 

(Figure. 4.26).   

 

Figure 4.26. Ms. Smith’s Modeling of Conventions 

Therefore, students needed to work on their narratives as well as their 

expository drafts by using the student handout, Analyze the Narrative Composition 

(Figure 4.27). 
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Figure 4. 27. Student Handout on Conventions for Narrative Composition 

 

Betty followed Ms. Smith’s example and used the handout provided to complete 

her narrative composition (Figure 4.28). 
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Figure 4. 28. Betty’s Narrative Composition Focusing on Conventions 

Summary of fall.  The present study focused on studying Ms. Smith’s 

knowledge and beliefs with regards to writing and how they impacted her writing 

instruction.  The administration paid particular heed to fourth grade writing instruction 

because of the problematic writing scores on the state achievement test. The fall 
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semester offered Ms. Smith an opportunity to develop her capacity as a writing teacher 

through several sources.  The fourth grade teachers formed a team which was 

instrumental in brainstorming and discussing classroom problems of writing instruction.  

She also received support provided by the administration including Empowering 

Writers, Harvard School program Data Wise, and the TAP Rubric.  Learning from these 

opportunities had classroom instructional implications for Ms. Smith.  These 

opportunities helped her to balance instruction in teaching writing for authentic 

purposes and meeting the demands of the test.  While the administration provided 

these opportunities, they also monitored the teachers’ classroom writing instruction.  

Ms. Smith’s broad belief about writing in fall was inculcating a passion for writing and an 

understanding for the components of the writing process (brainstorming, planning, 

rough draft, revise and edit, and final draft).  In accordance with her beliefs, she used 

the Writing Workshop and its instructional strategies: topic selection, modeling, and 

conferencing.  The components of the writing process were used when she taught 

authentic writing for narratives and when students wrote to the prompts supplied by 

the district.  During the writing of the narratives, Ms. Smith catered to the testing 

demands by keeping a watch on students’ usage of conventions and mechanics.  

Writing instruction in spring.  Writing instruction in spring was dominated 

by preparation for the state achievement test.  An authentic writing experience was 

started in February which focused on giving more exposure to expository passages for 
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the test.  Students selected their topics for expository writing in February but worked on 

data collection and their writing in the last six weeks of school following the test.    

I begin the discussion with Ms. Smith’s broad knowledge and beliefs for teaching 

and learning and then go on to describe what she wanted to concentrate on in terms of 

instruction.  I then discuss each of the themes that emerged from the data for the 

spring:  state achievement test commands attention, students succeed on the state 

achievement test, assessment practices used in writing instruction, and writing for 

authentic purposes is evident.   All discussion of the themes encompass teacher 

knowledge, teacher beliefs, and teacher instruction. 

Teacher’s knowledge and beliefs. Ms. Smith believed writing instruction in 

spring semester should move the students closer to becoming independent writers in 

the sense that she, the teacher cannot help them on the test.  She noted that this class 

in comparison to other classes needed more assistance, but the students needed to 

realize assistance on the test was not possible. 

Teacher instruction. By the spring, the students had gained confidence in their 

writing and did not hesitate to begin writing.  They were proud of their writing pieces.  

Although not perfect with conventions and elaboration, they had improved.  Ms. Smith 

continued to conference with each student writer on a one-on-one basis and provided 

them feedback.  At the same time, Ms. Smith wanted to spend more time with 

struggling writers and help them after school. 
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 State achievement test commands attention.  The pressure and 

preparation for the state achievement writing test increased with the beginning of 

spring semester.  Ms. Smith suggested that the practice for the test did not make for 

enjoyment: 

So when we come to the state assessment test I hate it.  I feel [it has] 

taken everything fun, creative, everything expressive out of writing.  They 

[must] write in 16 lines, and it is very hard to know what to eliminate. 

[The students] and throw out any creativity, all my elaborative details, or 

idioms, or metaphors or similes.  Their use had to be limited.  You just 

need to give a summary.  They are not able to show anything they know, 

so it is no fun at all.37 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about test commanding attention.  Ms. Smith 

believed it was important to teach writing for authentic purposes along with teaching 

that would help students pass the test.   She stated that the state achievement test was 

a difficult test and caused a high level of anxiety for her and her students.  Ms. Smith’s 

anxiety becomes students’ anxiety: 

I feel my energy changes and they can feel that and it builds anxiety, and 

I don’t think they can perform very well under that, as much as I try not 

to do that it just happens.  I try to think [about making them] lifelong 

readers and lifelong writers not just to pass the test.38 
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As I visited the class in the spring semester, Ms. Smith appeared distant, stressed, tired, 

and very tense, quite unlike her cheerful self in the fall.  On March 11, I entered the 

class to find the atmosphere quite tense.  Joseph (a student) had been removed from 

the class, and the other students had been threatened with the same action.  On one 

occasion the students were denied recess.   I observed how the entire school 

atmosphere changed from the everyday quiet routine to one of palpable test pressure.  

Ms. Smith characterized student stress: 

The students know they have one shot in passing.  They do not want to 

fail.  That is hard on a nine year old.  It takes the fun out of school when 

they have the test at the back of their mind.39 

Ms. Smith had contradictory beliefs about standardized testing, evident when 

she talked about its positive and negative features.  A strength was that the students 

wrote a lot, and that is a beneficial practice for developing the skill for being lifelong 

writers.  In terms of its negative impact it was very stressful and students were forced to 

write under these stressful conditions.  Such conditions removed the joy of writing.40   

 The principal offered how he viewed testing: 

I know teachers always make the case we do not like teaching to the test, 

all we ever do is teach to the test.  The state has a mandated curriculum 

that we have to teach.  The assessment is taken from that, and if you are 

teaching what we have to teach, the assessment should not be a 
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problem.  If you are teaching at a higher level and you get the students to 

master these concepts, the test is secondary.  We are trying to get our 

students to master the concepts not just to pass the test.  You know, 

good test scores are a byproduct of good instruction.  If we are really 

teaching, and really being effective in the class and give the students 

what they need, they will pass the test.  The test should not be a 

stressor.41 

Teacher instruction.   Because the actual test date was looming, Ms. Smith had 

students engage in some aspect of writing on a daily basis.  Ms. Smith told me that at 

one point in time, the students could write on the front and the back of the state 

achievement test composition sheet, but the raters did not have time to read and score 

all that prose so the writing amount was reduced to 16 lines.  She noted that 16 lines 

introduced a lot of pressure.  She indicated her instruction focused on conventions 

because they constituted sixty percent of the state test items.  So even if her students 

wrote a beautiful paper they might still fail because of incorrect length or lack of 

conventions.42 

Students succeed on the state achievement test.  However, in spite of 

the pressures and personal views about standardized testing, Ms. Smith’s students were 

successful on the state achievement test.  She believed the following factors accounted 

for students’ success on the test:  correct interpretation of the prompt, being in a self-
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contained classroom, modeling and continuous practice, rehearsing for the test, and 

students’ self-efficacy. 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about the correct Interpretation of the prompt. 

Ms. Smith believed that the interpretation of the writing prompt was critical to 

students’ success on the test.  If the students failed to interpret the prompt correctly, 

then they would fail the test.   

Teacher instruction. Helping students to correctly interpret the prompt was part 

of instruction. Ms. Smith knew the consequences of misinterpretation:  

[Misinterpretation] happens all the time.  Then they fail it.  I teach them 

to analyze the prompt.  So if the prompt was, describe a time someone 

said you did a good job, that story should be written about that one 

person telling you what a good job you did.  Don’t elaborate about what 

you think was a good job.  I teach them to stick to the prompt…by 

keeping the prompt in the composition somewhere.  [This helps] refocus 

the rater but also to focus them as writers.43 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about being in a self-contained classroom.  Ms. 

Smith elaborated on her strong belief in self-contained classes because there is more 

time to work with students: 

I truly believe in self-contained classes because when it is departmentalized you 

only get 70 minutes to teach reading and writing.  It’s actually 90 minutes but by 
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the time they make the transition, they have 70 -80 minutes maximum.  

Moreover, you need to prepare students for reading and writing.  That’s two 

state assessment tests on your head and that’s very stressful with [the shorter 

time frame of departmentalized class structure].  This academic year, I had a self-

contained class … that made the biggest difference.  It helped me not switching 

classes which meant having more time.  Last year I had 85 kids and this year 22 

so that helped me in building relationships and addressing students’ needs, 

targeting their interests, and individualizing lessons.44 

Teacher instruction. In a self-contained class you get to know your students, you 

know their likes-dislikes and interests.  At the same time, teachers have more time to 

work with the students because they are responsible for a smaller number of students 

and it is easier to keep track of what individuals are doing.45 

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about modeling and continued practice.  Ms. 

Smith believed that a factor that really helped her students to be successful was 

extensive modeling of the lessons and continued practice in writing.  Ms. Smith made 

the class do writing classroom practice daily and modeled concepts that they found 

difficult.   For example, she noticed that the students were not using the conventions 

correctly, even in spring, so she highlighted the conventions in a composition and 

modeled the correct use of conventions and showed them what she wanted them to do.     

Teacher instruction.  Ms. Smith used the gradual release model of responsibility 

for teaching (the teacher teaches, students learn in a group, and students work 
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independently).   She modeled writing for the students, then the students practiced 

writing in groups, and then practiced writing independently.  Ms. Smith also modeled 

peer revising and editing for the students, and they practiced those regularly as well.   

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about rehearsing for the test using rubrics. 

There were two rubrics that were used in the classroom. One was kid friendly which the 

students could use to understand what was expected of them in their writing 

compositions.  Ms. Smith believed that students needed to know, understand, and 

interpret this kid friendly rubric.  There was one for personal narrative and one for 

expository writing compositions (Appendices K and L).  The indicators which formed a 

part of the rubric were order and progression, structure, details, focus, presentation, 

transitions and sentence connections, development of ideas, and language and 

conventions.  She believed students’ knowledge of these indicators would help them 

improve their writing.  

Teacher instruction. Ms. Smith taught mini lessons on how to interpret the state 

achievement test rubrics for narrative and expository.  The students practiced using the 

rubric by scoring last year’s state achievement test compositions, and then a discussion 

about scoring them ensued.   Again, the teacher followed the model of gradual release 

of responsibility as at first the teacher discussed it, then the students discussed it in a 

group, and then did their work individually.   In terms of the indicator, language and 

conventions, Ms. Smith guided them to notice up front the paragraphs, punctuation 

marks, observing the quotation marks, look at the handwriting, and notice if anything 
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was written outside the designated lines for writing.  She wanted them to remember 

that even if it took a lot of time for them to read the rubric and utilize it they should 

take the time.  The group consisting of Veronica, Samuel, and Betty were not in 

agreement about the scoring with the rubric.  Veronica felt she would give the 

composition a score of 3 because it had good vocabulary usage.  Samuel and Dolly gave 

a 2 because there were many spelling errors of basic words like lighting [lightening}, hir 

[her], and some capitalization errors were obvious.   

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about rehearsing for the test. Ms. Smith 

believed that the students need to be given a number of opportunities to rehearse the 

state achievement tests under somewhat similar conditions to the actual test setting.   

These opportunities prepared the students for any problems they might have and also 

gave a glimpse of how different students behaved under conditions of standardized 

testing.   

Teacher instruction. The teacher used the Bench Mark test, Telpas (State English 

Language Proficiency Assessment System), Districts Assessments, and Revise and Edit to 

instruct the students on the various components of the state achievement tests.  Ms. 

Smith used the previous state achievement test and asked students to read and reread 

the language of the questions carefully. 

The Bench Mark tested what the students had learned throughout the year.  It 

was meant to simulate the state achievement test day so it was a full four hour test.   It 

gave the teacher data to inform instruction and to see what students had accomplished.  
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The Telpas (State English Language Proficiency Assessment System) was 

intended for the ELL (English Language Learners) students and included writing 

practices.   All students in fourth grade took the test because Ms. Smith explained that 

the principal did not want certain students to be singled out, and it was good practice 

for everyone.  

 The students worked on seven prompts from the District Assessment.  The use 

of the prompt followed the sequence of brainstorming, planning, rough draft, and final 

draft.  In comparison to the fall semester when the students worked on three to four 

prompts, the number doubled in the spring semester.  In addition, to writing to the 

prompts, each prompt’s wording was discussed as to whether it was a narrative prompt 

or an expository prompt.  Ms. Smith liked the District Assessments because they “do 

honestly give me the freedom to assess their writing [unlike] the Revise and Edit 

[assessment].”46 

A representative sample of Revising and Editing is shown below (figure 4.29).   

These were done regularly to hone students skills as sixty percent of the state writing 

achievement test consisted of revise and edit.  Ms. Smith instructed the class to read the 

passage multiple times.  Even when they were attempting to complete the exercise, she 

recommended that they read the line repeatedly.  The teacher did stress that here they 

would be fixing the problems and not judging whether the paragraph was expository or 

narrative.  
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Figure 4.29. A Representative Sample of Revising and Editing 

 

After they had completed the Revise and Edit passage they discussed what they had 

noted. They saw an error in line seven, i.e., the sentence required a question mark.  
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After reading and discussing the Revise and Edit passage, students practiced answering 

the seven questions (figure 4.30).   

 

Figure 4. 30. Questions from the Revise and Edit Passage 

 Teacher knowledge and beliefs about self-efficacy.  Another reason for the success on 

the state achievement test was Ms. Smith’s unshakeable belief in her students’ work.  
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Ms. Smith encouraged her students and supported them at every step by consistently 

praising them. 

Teacher instruction. Ms. Smith constantly encouraged her students.  Whenever 

they completed their writing, understood the rubrics, and practiced for the tests she 

indicated to them they had done a good job. She assured them they would do well on 

the test.   After the state assessment test her words were, “they really worked hard! 

Proud of them! 

Assessment practices used in writing instruction.  Teachers utilized 

other assessment measures in the classroom:  Open Ended Responses (OERs), state 

achievement test rubric (kid friendly one and a more detailed one for the teachers), and 

portfolios.  

Teacher knowledge and beliefs about assessment practices.  Ms. Smith acquired 

the knowledge of assessment practices from her experience and other sources such as 

the district and the principal. The teacher accumulated the knowledge about the state 

achievement test rubric through manuals provided by the district.  She mainly came to 

understand the manual after much use of it.  In addition, the principal introduced the 

idea of OERs across all content areas.  

Mr. Cunningham wanted OERs to be used school-wide and beginning with Pre-K. 

Their use will prepare students for the test.  Mr. Cunningham described them and their 

purpose:   



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

184 

 

The teachers can do them as often as they want to.  Basically, the idea 

behind an OER is they are usually done in journal form.  The students are 

reflecting on what they learned.  In Math the students will be reflecting 

on what they learned in Math.  In Science they do OERs about science 

content.  Teachers use them to understand if students have learned a 

particular content in written form so they have a document.  [They] have 

something tangible [to see] what the student has understood and 

learned.47 

In reality, Ms. Smith and Mr. Cunningham were of the view that assessing and 

rating writing was subjective.   As Ms. Smith consulted the manual containing previously 

graded compositions, she was puzzled because her ratings did not match those of the 

manual: 

I have been looking through [the compositions].  What I rated as a 3 had 

a rating of 2, and what I rated as a 3 was rated 2.   Their comments… are 

the same [as mine]... This is very scary and subjective, and it also depends 

upon how tired your rater is.48   

Mr. Cunningham supported the view that writing is subjective…raters are human, and it 

depends on what their views are regarding a particular piece of writing:   

Writing is so subjective, it really is, and good writing is so subjective.  You read 

something and it is hard to say whether it is either good or bad.  When you read 
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a novel you either say good or bad not necessarily the writer is good or bad.  

There might be something we are not interested in, so there is a lot of 

subjectivity.  The state applies a rubric and the state has raters who read the 

state achievement test…I am sure they try to be objective about it but there is a 

human element about it, and I don’t know how you can overcome it.49 

Ms. Smith used the state achievement test rubric to assess her students’ work.  

For scoring the actual test, the raters used the same rubric. This rubric was different 

from the kid friendly ones used by the students when they examined compositions.  Ms. 

Smith wanted to use the state achievement test rubric to grade the students’ writing. 

These rubrics were used to gain an understanding of students’ strengths in writing and 

weak areas so as to guide instruction.   

  Mr. Cunningham also wanted to popularize the use of portfolios.  Ms. Smith used 

portfolios to preserve the students’ writing (rough drafts and the final drafts).  Looking 

at the portfolios, I could trace the progression of focus students (high, average and low) 

as writers looking at the drafts written at different times of the year.   

Teacher instruction.  OERs were used to continuously assess writing.  Student 

writing problems that were revealed were addressed through instruction.  The teachers 

used OERs daily in writing across all content areas.  Ms. Smith used them for assessing 

students’ academic learning in different subject areas.  She also used them when 

students wrote about topics of their choice.  For example, students liked to write about 

getting ready for school or what they wanted to be when they grow up.  Students wrote 
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an OER on March 11 which focused on writing about their “special place.”  One student 

wrote about home because he loved to have some family time and help out his mother.  

Another wrote about spending time in his dad’s shop because they got to have coke and 

work together on cars.  Those were his best memories.    In terms of writing 

development, Ms. Smith used OERs to keep a check on students’ use of conventions.50  

Sam wrote this OER for Math (figure 4.31).  

 

Figure 4.31. Sam’s OER in Math 
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Ms. Smith used the same rubric the entire year, and she did that to see if the 

students were doing well on the indicators of the rubric and if their writing improved. 

The rubric measured everything from the conventions to their story development and 

organization.  Ms. Smith scored them on those indicators, and then congratulated 

students on their strengths.  She also specified areas where students needed 

improvement.  In the beginning of the year they might be scoring a 0 or a 1, but 

hopefully by the end of the year they were scoring a 3 or a 4.  Ms. Smith lamented that 

there was no formal documentation of the students’ scores: 

I mean, they are getting better at [teaching writing] but they still have not 

given [teachers] any training on how to score it….I just look at the rubric 

and give them areas to work on and feedback based on that. 51  

Ms. Smith wrote written notes on a sticky for the portfolios but they were not 

used for formal documentation of student development.  She drew up the list of each 

child in her class and traced their writing development from where they were in the 

beginning of the year to the end of the year (figure 4.32).  At the end of the year the 

students took their portfolios home to show the writing work accomplished. 
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Figure 4.32.  Ms. Smith’s Assessment Growth in Students’ Portfolios 

Writing for authentic purposes is evident.  In this section I discuss the 

informational research project conducted by the students in Ms. Smith’s classroom.  

Attention to the test occupied most of the spring, but some focus of the instruction 

shifted to writing informational text.  In accordance with the scope and sequence 

outlined in the state curriculum guides, students were required to do research during 

the last six weeks of the school year.  During conversations and discussions I had with 

Ms. Smith, she indicated she would do the research project focusing on informational 

books.  As a participant observer, I agreed to help her with reviewing the literature and 

resources in connection with the implementation of the research project.  We met 

continuously and discussed any issues that arose in the classroom during the research 

project’s execution. 
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Teacher knowledge and beliefs about writing for authentic purposes.  Ms. 

Smith wanted the students to realize that that writing should be authentic and not 

always done within the artificial conditions of testing and writing within 16 lines.  In fact, 

she lamented that all the elaborative details, similes, and metaphors she taught 

students disappeared when they had to cut back on the descriptions that drew in their 

readers.  Ms. Smith liked the idea of doing the research project because it would involve 

authentic writing and a type of writing they would do beyond fourth grade: 

 I felt the research project really helped the students see how to do authentic 

writing and be able to tie everything they learned all through the year into an 

authentic manner rather than a composition.  And I felt this will be a good way 

to end writing …they can do this [kind of writing] for life.52   

Ms. Smith believed that students should be allowed to be creative and have the 

freedom to enjoy writing otherwise they would lose confidence.  The research project 

would be “a move towards independence” for the students in the spring semester.  Ms. 

Smith said, “I guess the belief from the heart will be they get to choose their topic that 

they wanted which is fun.  They do not get to do that very often.”53   Students would 

read books and gather information and write their own informational book.   

   Teacher instruction.  For the research project, students browsed through the 

books about their topic of choice, collected information on notecards, collated or 

organized the cards, and then wrote their composition.  More specifically, the following 

details the procedure:  (1) Explore widely for a topic for your book:  browse through 
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books, check the internet, observe your surroundings, and check 

www.seymoursimon.com; (2) Collect the information:  make notecards as you read and 

collect pictures and photographs; (3) collate (organize) the information:  decide what 

goes where and in what order, arrange photographs, provide headings and subheadings, 

and include access features (table of contents and chapter titles, glossaries, sidebars, 

inserted information, bibliographies, author’s notes, photographs, diagrams, maps, 

tables); (4) compose:  provide an introduction and an ending, and write in your own 

words.  Ms. Smith endorsed the project and noted its strengths: 

I liked how we broke it down, I liked all the examples.  I liked the notecards and 

they liked the notecards too.  I was a little nervous about that because of how 

unorganized they are and irresponsible but they took pretty good care of them 

for the most part.54   

To get students interested in books and the research project, Ms. Smith did four 

read alouds of informational books: Spiders by Gail Gibbons, Here is the Tropical 

Rainforest by Madeleine Dumpy, A Desert Scrapbook by Virginia Wright-Frierson, and 

Everglades by Craighead George.  Along with the read alouds she started pointing out 

the text features and also asked them to attend to the cover page, illustrations and text, 

well labeled diagrams, and general layout of some of the trade books so that they could 

emulate the same in their own books, the culmination of the research project.  Thus, the 

students used several books as mentor texts.  Students asked questions such as “why 

every page is green in the book, (Here is the Tropical Rainforest by Madeleine Dumpy), if 

http://www.seymoursimon.com/
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we are not good at illustrating can someone help us, can we have the text below the 

picture, and is this the summary (referring to the preface in a nonfiction book).” 

Writing research project impact on the students.  The research project and the 

writing associated with it is discussed relative to producing interest and ownership, 

composing through captured personal images, computer use providing incentive, and 

student issues arising during research project implementation. 

Producing Interest and ownership.  The informational research project motivated 

students because they got a chance to pursue their interests.  All topics chosen were 

expository and could be the domain of science or social science.  The students were very 

excited on seeing the books and wanted to read them immediately.  I arranged them 

across the classroom chalk tray.   The students were able to see the covers and be 

enticed to read.55   Ms. Smith was astonished at this display of interest.  She commented 

on the students’ initiative and noted the attainment of “independent writers:” 

 I was excited to see the ownership and the excitement they displayed.  I 

didn’t really do a whole lot or have any part in making sure they 

completed it.  They wanted to.  I just gave them the time frame or 

timeline.  I made them independent writers [something] you and I talked 

about…that was good.56 

Ms. Smith also noted that their capability as independent writers would carry forward 

especially for students like Veronica and Sam. They were so excited about writing.  Alice 
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was reluctant but she was writing and although her work was not detailed, she wrote 

down some very good facts.  That’s good because she would not have done it in the 

beginning. 57 

Composing through captured personal images.  Introduction of cameras and 

photography strengthened reading and writing connections. Taking these photographs 

was an out-of-school activity.   Most of the students used the cameras on their own and 

produced their very first photographs.  However, some parents took an avid interest as 

they took their children to pet stores to click photographs.  For example, Matt who 

worked on information for the Komodo Dragon, went to a pet store and took a picture 

of it.  Students made connections between the photographs and the text and fostered 

their writing skills through personal and meaningful informational texts.  I would term 

this as composing through images captured.   They composed a text with a combination 

of self-clicked photographs and wove meaningful creative texts around it.  These 

compositions were in sharp contrast to the state achievement test compositions they 

wrote.58 

  Computer use providing incentive.  When Ms. Smith announced that those 

students who finished their expository writing project could word process their research 

projects, the whole class wanted to do so.  She was surprised that everybody was keen 

to use the computers.  Students were intrigued with the power of technology while 

doing their project and that was another reason why the students were able to stay with 

the effort and the sustained time it demanded.  Ms. Smith believed the schools needed 
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to make students technology savvy.  Ms. Smith saw the benefits of technology for 

student writing: 

Because of technology the presentation of [the book] was so much better.  And I 

guess just knowing how to work on a computer … that was nice … they used it 

for typing, presentation, and research.  Just knowing how to open a file and 

saving a file [was good for them to learn].  I think the learning was phenomenal 

even though it got to be overwhelming will all the other things happening.59  

 Student issues arising during research project implementation.   The 

informational research project offered students opportunities to enhance their writing 

capabilities but at the same time issues arose.  Some students found it difficult to read 

and kept asking others for the information they needed.60 I realized these students did 

not want to read nor had they picked a topic for reasons of interest.  Joseph had chosen 

the topic piranhas which was not available on net tracker.com so he used Google and 

would not read the information given.  Rose was an ELL and found it difficult to focus on 

one topic because of her limited English vocabulary.  She changed her topic from one 

about African wild dogs to dolphins to rabbits and then puppies.  She finally did her 

work on dolphins when paired up with another student, Kate, who was also working on 

dolphins and porpoises.  Basically, Rose ended up copying Kate’s work, but Ms. Smith 

said that was alright because Rose will learn from Kate.61   The special education 

students needed help to write even though they looked up the information for 

themselves.  However, they did not want to skim and scan through the information and 
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wanted me to read it for them.62   It was evident there were different levels of student 

independence.  The ones who loved reading were totally engrossed in reading and 

writing.  Even Alice, a below average reader, enjoyed reading on her topic and did a 

great writing project on whales.63  

Writing research project impact on the teacher.  Seeing the framework of 

browse, collect, collate (organize), and compose made Ms. Smith see expository writing 

and more specifically the teaching of expository writing in a significantly different 

perspective.   She talked about her improved self-efficacy in the teaching of expository 

texts:  

I definitely feel more confident in teaching expository differently to kids after 

understanding it in a better way.   It helped me see different ways to teach them 

research, and they ENJOYED it.  They dug into it and it was a long process and 

they were okay with that.  So that was good.64 

Ms. Smith felt that her broad belief of making students become independent writers 

was closer to attainment as the result of the expository writing research project.   

Summary of Spring.  Writing instruction in spring was dominated by 

preparation for the state achievement test.  Ms. Smith’s board belief for spring was for 

students to become independent writers as that enabled them to take the state 

achievement test independently.   The test preparations increased the anxiety levels 

and changed the routine atmosphere of the school to a frenzied one. In preparation for 
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the test, Ms. Smith focused on students’ correct usage of conventions in daily writing.  

As a reward for her efforts, the students achieved success on the state achievement 

test.  Ms. Smith believed the following factors accounted for students’ success on the 

test:  correct interpretation of the prompt, being in a self-contained classroom, 

modeling and continuous practice, rehearsing for the test, and students’ self-efficacy.  In 

addition to the other factors, Ms. Smith engaged students in assessment practices to 

gauge their writing achievement. She regularly used OERs, state achievement test 

rubric, and portfolios as assessment practices. She believed regular usage of these 

contributed to the success on the test.  In contrast to teaching to the test and other test 

preparations, Ms. Smith taught writing for authentic purposes using an informative 

research project.  Within the research project the students self-selected their topics and 

collected data and wrote an informational book including access features.  However, 

most of the work on authentic writing as part of the informational research project was 

restricted to the last six weeks of the academic year.  During the spring semester, Ms. 

Smith’s knowledge and beliefs were not always in consonance with her instruction as 

testing interfered with instruction. 

Conclusion 

Writing instruction became a priority for administrators, teachers, and students 

at Auburn Elementary School because students had not scored well on the previous 

year’s state achievement test for fourth grade. The administration sought to help and 
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monitor teachers’ classroom instruction in order to improve writing instruction to 

secure better test scores.   

Ms. Smith made decisions according to her beliefs and knowledge in both the fall 

and the spring semesters to plan her instruction and meet the needs of the test and 

teach writing authentically.  In the fall semester, there was indecision about teaching 

writing for nurturing writers or teaching to the test.  However, she followed her beliefs 

and knowledge and worked towards inculcating passion for writing and teaching 

students components of the writing process.  Ms. Smith inculcated passion and taught 

components of writing process using modeling, an instructional strategy that was very 

effective as students could see the process she used to develop the various aspects of 

writing. What she modeled became the informed practices for students; they emulated 

what she had shown them.  She did use conferencing but since students were given 

minimal chance to think aloud their drafts, it became more of a direct instruction 

method.  

By the spring semester, she made a firm, intentional decision to focus on 

assessment.  A lot of attention was paid to writing instruction in terms of testing, and 

teachers followed a number of prescribed routines.  Accordingly, classroom instruction 

encompassed daily writing practice, strong focus on conventions and mechanics as well 

as revise and edit which formed 60% percent of the test. But she did expose her 

students to authentic writing experiences by doing the informational writing project.  
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Ms. Smith used the gradual release of responsibility model (GRR) across both the 

semesters for teaching and modeling what she believed.  The objective of meeting the 

test demands was not forgotten across the semesters as Ms. Smith focused on teaching 

conventions and mechanics even in the fall semester albeit in a contextualized manner, 

e.g., when the students wrote to the prompt about the haunted house.  The focus on 

conventions and mechanics took a more direct instruction form in spring as there was a 

lot of drilling and practice.  The assessment practices like the state achievement rubric, 

district assessments, and portfolios were used in both semesters while the OERs (Open 

Ended Responses) were used only in the spring semester.   

Ms. Smith’s beliefs which were derived from her knowledge were in consonance 

with instruction in the fall.  For example, Ms. Smith strongly believed in the writing 

process as a linear model (where students learn conventions and mechanics at first and 

then ideas) and that was her instruction.  However, the writing process, according to the 

literature is a recursive process (learning conventions and idea development happens 

together) which was not always apparent in her practices.  In the spring, testing 

demands interfered with teaching and the correlation between beliefs and knowledge 

was not in consonance with instruction.  For example, Ms. Smith believed in the writing 

process and teaching writing authentically but had to have students practice for the test 

by using previous the years’ state achievement test.  All in all, Ms. Smith was a 

professional teaching to the test and balancing it with teaching authentically.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

This research case study situated within the qualitative research paradigm used 

multiple sources of data to examine a fourth grade teacher’s beliefs and knowledge 

about writing instruction.  Pajares (1992) and Bandura (1986) emphasized that beliefs 

and knowledge need to be studied in a context as otherwise they tend to be too wide 

and vague. Therefore, this study on teacher’s beliefs and knowledge was done in the 

classroom and with attention to how those beliefs and knowledge influenced the 

teaching of writing.   Kagan (1992) also posits that the examination of teachers’ beliefs 

need to be contextualized and the way to do that is to study the key instructional 

strategies the teacher uses in the classroom.  These strategies are crucial as they guide 

teacher instruction and student learning outcomes in significant ways.  Pajares (1992) 

further states that little will be accomplished in terms of understanding the classroom if 

beliefs are not related to teacher knowledge, teacher practices, and student outcomes.   

Three research questions guided my study: 

What knowledge and beliefs do teachers bring to their writing instructional 

practices?   

What is the role of assessment and writing assessment practices in teacher’s 

knowledge, beliefs, and instruction?   

What change occurred in teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about expository 

writing after modifications made as a result of my role as participant observer?  
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In the following sections I discuss my findings relative to each of the research questions 

and within the socio constructivism theory and Shulman’s (1987) categorization for 

sources of knowledge.  

Research Question # 1 

What knowledge and beliefs do teachers bring to their writing instructional practices?   

In terms of a larger context for Ms. Smith’s knowledge and belief sources, she 

had the “in house” support from her fourth grade team of teachers and the outside 

support from Empowering Writers (http://empoweringwriters.com/), Harvard School 

Program Data Wise (https://learnweb.harvard.edu/wide/en/prog/datawise.html), and 

the TAP Rubric (National Institute for Excellence in Teaching, 2011) from the local 

university. 

Ms. Smith and her fourth grade colleagues formed a support community which 

belonged to the knowledge source of wisdom of practice (Shulman, 1987).  This is the 

domain of personal experience and is very powerful as a source of knowledge and lends 

a considerable influence on the development of beliefs as well (Richardson, 1996).   In 

Ray’s (2004) terms they formed “a community of practice” (p. 100).   Ms. Smith and the 

fourth grade team worked collaboratively on various issues pertaining to writing 

instruction.  The interactions provided support and strengthened instructional practice.  

Knowledge that is actively constructed by the learner and on the basis of personal 

experience and reason is attributed a higher level of knowledge than that emanating 

from an authority figure.  Such teachers who constructed their knowledge are more 
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likely to indulge in reflective practices and be knowledge contributors to their 

professional communities (Buehl & Fives, 2009).   

The outside support offered by administration supported the teachers for 

improving writing instruction.  According to Shulman (1987), the knowledge source 

would be derived from the materials and settings of the institutionalized process. With 

such a focus the teachers were provided training by Empowering Writers, help from the 

Harvard University professional program for principals and teachers called Data Wise, 

and use of the TAP Rubric.  

Ms. Smith highly recommended Empowering Writers as it offered a structured 

and well- sequenced approach to writing instruction.   For a starting teacher it is easy to 

follow and implement.  This is in sharp contrast to the overload of information given by 

the district which was difficult to implement in actual classroom practice.  Ms. Smith 

stated that Empowering Writers addressed the needs of the test and nurtured the 

students as writers.  It offered ready made accessible materials such as worksheets for 

revising and editing.  Perhaps this program and its materials would be an advantage for 

the beginning teacher.  However, questions might be raised about the program and 

diversity issues.  Ms. Smith’s class had 14 Hispanic students, 3 African American, and 1 

Caucasian.   It offered worksheets centering on generalized topics such as autumn, 

Halloween, and pumpkins, but the richness of the local environment for topic selection 

is missing:  semi-arid conditions that we have, wonderful sunsets, huge open spaces, 

jackrabbits, prairie dogs, and playa lakes.  Kagan’s (1992) review of studies on teacher 
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beliefs and knowledge cites Grossman, Wilson, & Shulman (1989) who have done 

studies in the area of mathematics.  These authors noted that when teachers have 

conceptual knowledge about the subject they are able to modify the textbooks and 

treat them as a resource.  This approach to the packaged program would have been 

more ideal for the writing instructional practices.  Thus, modifications to accommodate 

Joseph’s draft containing connections to a book and Veronica’s wanting to write on 

friendship could have been made.  A teacher’s ability to make modifications requires 

time and perhaps suggests the need for increased professional development and 

perhaps with university affiliations.   

The Harvard School Program Data Wise was instrumental in the development of 

teacher’s knowledge and beliefs and how they, in turn, approached writing instruction.  

Relative to Shulman’s sources of knowledge, research on schooling, social organizations, 

human learning, teaching and development can be nominated.  At the initial meeting of 

the Harvard team and the faculty, discussion centered on ways to improve writing 

instruction.  Ms. Smith supported the program’s model for instruction in that students 

first wrote sentences and then sequentially worked on composing stories.  At a second 

meeting, the team indicated to the teachers it would be advisable to focus on 

conventions because of students’ spelling problems and inability to write sentences.  

This more linear view of writing development is in contrast to the view that writing is a 

recursive process and as Tompkins (2010) would suggest, ideas and conventions are not 

necessarily and readily separated in the process of writing.  Although as many who study 
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writing would suggest, functional aspects of writing, i.e., the message or the 

communication, should be paramount and should precede the attention to correct form 

(Teale & Yokota, 2000).    

The use of the TAP Rubric helped the teachers see expectations and necessary 

components of good teaching.  Ms. Smith found the Rubric helpful because she watched 

her instruction and self-evaluated herself.  She then conferenced with her literacy coach 

and shared insights.  Use of the TAP Rubric helped to engender the reflective practice in 

Ms. Smith and other teachers.  I saw Ms. Smith making intentional decisions based on 

her reflections about teaching.  She devoted four months of rigorous practice to the 

state achievement test—and students were successful.  She made yet another 

intentional decision to balance teaching for the test along with providing authentic 

writing opportunities for her students in order to nurture them as writers. She 

introduced the authentic writing project to the students in the midst of high stakes 

testing frenzy.  Yet again, after its introduction, she reverted back to test preparations 

and resumed the project after the test and in the last six weeks of the school year.  In 

Seban’s study (2008), one of the participant teachers like Ms. Smith belonged to the 

process writing orientation but also showed dual orientations when teaching writing.  

She felt like Ms. Smith that mechanics were important for good writing practice and 

believed in modeling as an instructional strategy. 

In terms of a classroom context for Ms. Smith’s beliefs and knowledge, she 

implemented Writing Workshop and its instructional strategies.  The strategies were 
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used in conjunction with authentic narrative writing during the fall semester.  Writing 

Workshop was a domain of scholarship that Ms. Smith first learned about from her 

mentor teacher and her second grade class during her pre-service practice teaching.  

Subsequently, when she joined Auburn Elementary School and started teaching writing 

she gained experience.  The source of this knowledge belongs to the wisdom of practice 

itself (Shulman, 1987) and is also described as personal experience by Richardson 

(1997).  Her teaching knowledge further expanded by exposure to diverse groups of 

students and making instructional accommodations to suit their needs.  Ms. Smith’s 

pedagogy of teaching writing improved over a period of time through experiences of 

teaching and observations of teaching.  Shulman describes this knowledge as 

pedagogical content knowledge: 

According to Shulman (1987), pedagogical content knowledge represents the 

blending of content and pedagogy into an understanding of how particular 

topics, problems or issues are organized, represented, and adapted to the 

diverse interests and abilities of learners, and presented for instruction (p. 8). 

Teachers in Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe’s study (2011) received intensive 

professional development training in Writing Workshop instructional practices.   While 

they showed consistency in using the Writing Workshop aspects, they showed variability 

in their use of student engagement tactics, management techniques, and instructional 

supports.  
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 Next, Ms. Smith understood that students use language to learn. They share 

their experiences with each other.  The sociolinguist Vygotsky (1978, 1986) theorized 

that students learn through social interactions and experiences mediated by the use of 

language.  Students in this class were given plenty of opportunities to interact and 

discuss their ideas with peers.  Ms. Smith organized her instructional plans around group 

work and incorporated students sharing of their writing.   Ms. Smith modeled the 

writing process and engaged students in writing conferences.  She also used the gradual 

release of responsibility (GRR) model whereby she explained or demonstrated a concept 

followed by the students trying the idea in small groups and finally students trying the 

idea individually. 

   Modeling and sharing by the teacher is the central tenet of the socio cognitive 

theory. Both Ms. Smith and Mr. Cunningham strongly believed in modeling as a strategy 

to be used in instruction because it promoted student learning.  Ms. Smith does feel 

effective about her instruction while teaching writing as she models frequently.  As 

Pajares (2003) states, teachers who don’t feel effective about their writing instruction 

do not model.  Modeling is an important strategy in the development of student writing 

(Pajares, 2003).  Teachers in Troia et al., (2011) study also believed in using modeling 

and sharing as instructional strategies within the workshop framework.   Ms. Smith was 

of the belief that the teacher has to model what she expects from students; if she 

expects students to write she should write herself.  Graves (1983) advocates that 

teachers demonstrate to students how topic selection takes place because very often 
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“children believe that adults do not struggle with their writing, least of all the choice of a 

topic” (p. 12).  Tompkins (2003) suggests the demonstration goes beyond topic 

selection:   “Teachers should write in front of students, creating the text, doing the 

writing, and thinking aloud about writing strategies and skills” (p. 16).  Graves (1983) 

further recommends that teachers read their own draft to the students and ask for 

feedback.  This helps the students to understand that sharing one’s draft helps.  Most of 

the modeling done in Ms. Smith’s class was in the form of thinking aloud the process of 

writing from selection of the internal choice within the district-selected prompt to 

brainstorming, planning, writing the rough draft, and writing the final draft to revising 

and editing on the same draft.  Ms. Smith attributed the success of her students writing 

to the step-wise modeling of the structure of pieces of writing.  Graves (1983) further 

recommends that teachers show what they mean rather than tell a child what to do.  

Similarly, Smith (1982), states, “This is an environment of demonstrations not just of, 

this is the way to do things but these are the things that can be done” (p. 201).  Very 

often Ms. Smith thought aloud her drafts and went back and forth changing her writing 

thus exemplifying to the students that writing is thinking, rethinking, and has a recursive 

back and forth movement. 

 Ms. Smith believed conferencing to be feedback and thus when conducting 

conferences she carried out direct instruction.  The teacher initiated the conference and 

she remained the dominant speaker throughout.  This is contrary to Murray’s (1968) 

views that students initiate the discussion.  Ms. Smith also believed the student needs to 
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be talking but not necessarily during the conference time—a belief grounded in 

Shulman’s sources of knowledge relative to engendering wisdom through practice and 

research on schooling (1987).  She also cited research that states the student should talk 

three times more than the teacher.  In reality, her talk dominated the discussions.  

Portalupi and Fletcher (2001) reinforce the necessity of talk:  

 Talk, like exploratory writing, helps students get familiar, I encourage students 

to talk, talk, and talk some more. When we ask questions based on what they 

share, it helps students discover what they know and what they need to know 

(p. 11).  

The seeming disconnect between her acknowledgement of the literature and her 

practices was apparent.  Conferencing would be a good example of when her 

instructional practice did not fully reflect her belief and knowledge. 

  According to Tompkins (2010), revising and editing are two different stages in 

the writing process done on the rough draft.  Revising relates to content where students 

usually refine their ideas themselves or in the light of feedback from their peers or 

teachers.  Tompkins suggests that “revision is not just polishing; it is meeting the needs 

of the readers by adding, substituting, deleting, and rearranging material” (p. 55).   

Editing is the fourth stage and prepares the rough draft for the final draft by focusing on 

the mechanics.  But the stages were not heeded as outlined in process writing.  

According to Ms. Smith, the district wanted students to do editing and revising only on 

the final draft.  Here again, Ms. Smith’s knowledge and beliefs derived from curriculum 
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guidelines ran counter to what is believed to be an effective means of helping children 

with their writing development.  

Writing for authentic purposes in fall including the use of senses and writing on 

“spooky” topics enabled students to write on topics they enjoyed and felt connected to.  

Murray (1968) states, “we write at our best when we are emotionally involved with 

what we write” (p. 226).  If we want to draw in our readers, we need to feel strongly 

about what we write.  One of the ways of drawing in the reader would be through the 

senses:  eye, ear, nose, smell, and touch. When you use senses to awaken your being 

and write from that perspective, the reader will use his senses and walk into the setting.  

Ms. Smith herself was well versed in narrative as she had been teaching it for a long 

time and could easily draw on her experience. Ms. Smith liked to teach narrative writing 

and it was rooted in her love for journaling or writing poetry that began when she was 

in seventh grade and a teacher allowed her to engage in free writing.  The source of 

knowledge for writing for authentic purposes is what Kagan (1992) describes as “person-

embedded” in the teacher’s belief systems.  Ms. Smith beliefs and knowledge 

corresponded directly with her instruction.  

In Ms. Smith’s fourth grade class, author’s chair was used on completion of the 

writing.  The student who was reading sat in the chair surrounded by classmates seated 

on the rugs.  Subsequently, the writings were posted outside the class to be shared with 

other students.  This experience brought them closer to the concept of publishing and 

instilled a sense of pride within the students about their writing.  Weber (2002) talks 
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about publication being powerful because it motivates students to write continuously 

and revise and edit.  

Research Question # 2 

What is the role of assessment and writing assessment practices in teacher’s beliefs, 

knowledge, and instruction?  

 Attention to assessment was ever-present in the classroom and never 

overlooked.  Ms. Smith’s source of testing knowledge were the materials and settings of 

the institutionalized process (Shulman, 1987) including information from district 

manuals and the principal of the school.  The institution is bound to take stock of the 

results of the test as this is one of the inherent purposes of standardized testing.  Ms. 

Smith did feel the pressure of the assessment even in fall.  She stated all elementary 

schools can see each other’s grades and that meant other schools could see Auburn 

Elementary School scores, and she did not want her school to be at the bottom.  The 

district exerts the pressure on the principal, which, in turn, filters down to the teachers.  

In the fall, Ms. Smith’s focus on conventions, punctuation, and mechanics reflected 

preparation for the state achievement test.  She modeled skills related to these and 

pointed out their use to students as they wrote.  Ms. Smith believed in “correctness in 

writing and teaching literacy skills explicitly” (Graham, 2000; Seban, 2008). The strong 

focus on correctness is emphasized so that the end product is the educators’ concern 

(Seban, 2008).  
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 There is an increasing demand on teachers and administrators to demonstrate 

student learning and achievement. Ms. Smith liked using the rubrics to assess students 

because she could pinpoint explicit areas that needed improvement as well as areas of 

strengths.  Although the rubrics were useful, she would have been able to expand her 

assessing with additional knowledge of formative assessment measures (Serafini, 2010).  

The district provided the state achievement test rubrics along with previous year’s 

compositions to the teacher.  Newkirk (2000) pointed out the menacing role of 

assessment in writing when he writes that teachers are “driven by state testing, 

teachers are being pulled toward prompt and rubric teaching that bypasses the human 

act of composing and the human gesture of response” (p. 41).   He further notes that it 

doesn’t matter how good the developed rubric is, it can never capture the essence of 

good writing.   Less rubric use was seen in the fall semester although Ms. Smith never 

lost sight of it completely.  

The field is divided about the use of rubrics:  There are researchers who support 

their usage and there are those who do not.  For meeting high-stakes accountability, 

teachers must implement successful assessment strategies.  Rubrics provide guidelines 

to support student learning, evaluation, and accountability, and they can be effective 

tools (Holzberg, 2005). Rubrics find widespread acceptance as they are effective in 

outlining expectations and meeting benchmark standards.  However, complete 

objectivity even while using rubrics is not possible and according to Kohn (2006) is 

“objectionable in its own right” (p. 2).  In fact, he cites Mabry (1999) who asserts that 
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where rubrics are used they dictate instruction and educators who use them agree only 

on criteria such as spelling and organization.  As Mabry (1999) suggests, rubrics give high 

scores but “vacuous writing.”  Burmi (2012) has even more dire views on rubrics:  “ If 

the test becomes more of an emphasis in this school district, then the void caused by a 

lack of formal training may be filled by the test’s objectives as delineated by the scoring 

rubric” (p. 72). In spring, writing instruction at Auburn Elementary focused on 

conventions, mechanics, and punctuation as measured by the use of rubrics. 

On the other hand, Montgomery (2002) stresses that carefully designed rubrics 

help both the instructor and the student to define precise criteria for the successful 

completion of the task before and during the process.  Montgomery (2002) further 

emphasizes that within rubrics there is successful integration of assessment, instruction, 

and curriculum content that enables educators and students to engage in meaningful 

learning.  At the same time, Kohn (2006) talks at length about the problem posed by 

rubrics.  The trouble with rubrics is they legitimize grades and we should look for 

alternatives to grades –especially in writing.  Moreover, when students use rubrics they 

"tend to think less deeply, avoid taking risks, and lose interest in the learning itself" (p. 

1).   All their energies are focused on getting A's instead of "making sense of ideas" (p. 

2).  

Open Ended Responses (OERs) were assessment practices recommended by the 

principal, Mr. Cunningham, to be used school wide as preparation for the state 

achievement test.   Although, OERs were aimed at development of ideas, Ms. Smith 
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used them as a tool to test conventions and mechanics which were consistent with her 

knowledge and beliefs.  OERs were used to identify conceptual understanding and 

writing difficulties of students which were addressed through instruction on an ongoing 

basis.   

Ms. Smith also used portfolios to preserve the students writing (rough drafts and 

the final drafts).  By looking at the portfolio content, one could trace the progression of 

all students at three different times of the year.  The teachers were instructed to collect 

student work in portfolios without any help or direction in understanding how they 

could be used to inform instruction.  Interestingly, other writing like reflective journals 

and poems did not form a part of the portfolios, which could have revealed a lot about 

the students’ personal world and their writing accomplishments.  As Hansen (1994) 

states, portfolios reveal students' lives outside school as within the classroom.  Hansen 

(1994) notes another use of portfolios, namely student self-assessment, which was not a 

part of practices in Ms. Smith’s classroom:  

For these students and their teachers, evaluation is primarily an act performed 

by the students. Students learn to evaluate their present, past, and future; the 

teachers' task is to help students see the merits and areas for possible growth in 

what they are doing, the strengths in what they can already do, and the limitless 

possibilities that lie ahead (p. 27). 

However, the teacher did exhibit pride in her students’ growth and development in 

terms of writing but the control remained in the hands of the teacher. The students 
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were allowed to take the portfolios home and allowed to share with their families.  

However, the central principle of empowering students was lost in the process, which is 

the key to setting to their own goals.  As Serafini (2010) might observe, assessment was 

seen more as an activity with a focus on what to do instead of why to do it.  Authentic 

assessment can involve the examination of the process as well as the product of 

learning.  

By the spring, Ms. Smith had battled the inner dilemmas and was firmly focused 

on meeting the demands of the standardized testing and giving it her “unexamined 

compliance” (Wohlwend, 2009).  She was opposed to testing and studies do suggest 

that classroom teachers are unanimous in their opposition to the high stakes 

assessment (Hoffman, Paris, Patterson, Salas, & Assaf, 2003).  Ms. Smith categorically 

stated that she hated the state achievement test as it curtailed everything that was 

creative.  According to Shelton & Fu (2004), testing interferes with instruction and this 

“test driven curriculum” (p. 120) leaves little room for teachers and students to exercise 

“authenticity, creativity, and individuality” (p. 120).   Moreover, as Serafini (2010) 

recounts for educators and teachers, standardized tests have high stakes including 

“funding decisions, administrative longevity, grade-level promotions, salaries, and 

bonuses” (p. 131-132) which all exert undue pressure.  During spring Ms. Smith’s beliefs 

were not in alignment with her instruction as she harbored negative views about testing 

and its interference with creativity but gave testing the required due.  
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Very often the testing climate of the school leads to making instructional 

decisions that may not be beneficial to the students.  It is here in this setting where 

knowledge, beliefs, and instruction of the teacher and assessment practices can collide.  

The stress levels are high for teachers and students alike.  Ms. Smith stated that “the 

students know they have one shot in passing. They do not want to fail. That is hard on a 

9 year old. It takes the fun out of school when they have the test at the back of their 

mind.”  Furthermore, the major purpose of “improving teaching and student learning” 

(Serafini, 2010, p. 3) seems to be defeated in the process.  Hoffman, Paris, Patterson, 

Salas, & Assaf (2003) raise a question about the need to understand who is a better 

teacher- one who provides ongoing rigorous test preparation activities or one who 

provides little test preparation but provides a “rich and integrated curriculum” (p. 626).  

Mr. Cunningham stressed, “Good test scores are a byproduct of good instruction. If we 

are really teaching, and really being effective in the class and give the students what 

they need. They will pass the test. The test should not be a stressor.”62  Charlesworth, 

Fleege, and Weitman (1994) came to a conclusion that testing leads to “narrowing and 

fragmenting of the curriculum, limiting the nature of thinking or forcing teachers to rush 

too much for students to learn well” (p. 198).  Barone (2006) reiterated the fact that in 

her study the writing curriculum instruction often centered on test preparation through 

narrowly defined writing expectations. However, in this fourth grade Ms. Smith not only 

had to include what is currently in the curriculum but also essentials of writing not done 

in earlier grades, and in her words, “she just jams it all in.”63  Writing had not been the 
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focus in the earlier grades in this school and the principal asserted “the preparation for 

the state achievement test [should] actually begin in kindergarten.”64  

Research Question # 3 

What change occurred in teacher’s beliefs and knowledge about expository writing 

after modifications made as a result of my role as participant observer?  

In the spring as in the fall, Ms. Smith balanced her teaching focus between 

attention to writing expectations for test success and teaching writing for authentic 

purposes.  The informational writing research project was representative of authentic 

writing in the spring semester. 

The informational writing research project was a product of researcher and 

practitioner conversations and discussions.  Ms. Smith looked at the guidelines and the 

power point, and decided to implement the project because she believed it would 

nurture expository writing for her students and help her think about different ways to 

implement expository writing i.e., the use of the framework of browse, collect, collate, 

and compose.  She believed the project was an important step in students being 

independent writers as they worked on topics that they selected, used the stages of 

research, and wrote their informational book.  Students needed to realize writing is not 

only related to testing purposes and the 16 line testing format, but also involves 

authenticity including choice of topic.  Duke (2010) defines authentic as using “real-

world information for writing.”  Yopp & Yopp (2012) define informational text as a type 

of nonfiction text that promotes information about the natural or social world.  Ms. 
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Smith chose to write also and selected a topic from her daily life, i.e., Labrador dogs and 

her pet dog about whom she had done ample research before investing in him.  

According to Graves (1983), “teacher modeling helps with future topics, through 

demonstrations of how the topic was chosen” (p. 30).    Believing in modeling, she 

wanted to model all the processes for her students as she had always done but now was 

doing with informational writing.  

According to Pappas (1991), if students do not interact with informational texts, 

this limited interaction acts “as a barrier to full access to literacy” (p. 461).  

Informational text falls into the category of nonfiction which forms the bulk of texts 

students are expected to use in later years (Ogle & Blachowicz, 2002; Venezky, 2000).  

However, students can only have an exposure to these when the teacher is equipped 

with a repertoire of research based strategies for thinking about informational texts.  

While Ms. Smith did frequently use trade books in class activities, she found the 

concept of reading like a writer appealing (Smith, 1983).  Smith urges the readers to be 

aware of written conventions by subtly looking for these details in mentor texts.  He is 

of the opinion that learners need to assimilate spellings and organization of complex 

texts by being unwitting collaborators with the authors while reading.  Although Ms. 

Smith did not have experience in thinking about mentor texts, she wanted to begin 

showing students examples of mentor texts where they would not only collect ideas, 

but note writing styles and complex organizations of text structures (Ray, 2004).  
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The informational research project measured up to three important words that 

NCTE (National Council of Teacher of English, 2011) used to characterize writing:  

holistic, authentic, and variable.  The research project was holistic because it introduced 

the students to the elements of book making in all its aspects:  gathering information, 

making notes, using different media for illustrations, using photographs, experiencing 

mentor texts, noting organization of the text and illustrations, and including access 

features. It was authentic because students were introduced to the genuine purposes 

for which writing is done in the real world, and it was variable as it encompassed the 

diverse interests, capabilities, and working styles of the students.  

Reading and writing can be highly active modes for self-exploration and self-

construction (Graves, 1999, p. 34).  According to Lily and Fields (2014), using 

photography and writing as composition processes helps nurture both students’ 

linguistic and visual competencies.  As students worked on their informational writing 

research project, Ms. Smith worked with the students to get the right focus while 

clicking photographs to include in their informational book.  At the same time, word 

processing was useful to the students.  According to Applebee & Langer (2009), “in 

general the use of word-processing software has a positive effect on the development 

of writing abilities, and particularly so for underachieving students” (p. 6).  Cooper 

(2004) states that students in the poorest schools have the least access to internet at 

home, and if we do not make an effort at school for bringing them this necessary skill, 

much needed in the 21st century, the students are likely to be left behind.  
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Ms. Smith planned to make better connections between day-to-day classroom 

teaching and what she learned from doing the research project.  For example, while 

teaching beginnings for a composition she would explain how the same can be used for 

the beginning of a book.  She planned to make the project yearlong rather than restrict 

it to the last six weeks of the school year.  With the knowledge gained and subsequent 

change in beliefs about expository reading and writing, Ms. Smith improved her self-

efficacy as a teacher of expository genre.   

Previously, Taylor’s (2008) quantitative research study examined the relationship 

between writing, teacher efficacy, and writing instruction.  Results revealed significant 

differences between teachers with high and low self-efficacy in orientations about 

writing.  Subsequently, my qualitative study found teacher’s efficacy is dependent on 

the sources of knowledge in the absence of any training.  Ms. Smith’s pedagogy for 

expository writing instruction was enhanced by the literature she read and 

conversations she had with me.  Additionally, she had her community of fourth grade 

teachers and training opportunities offered to her by the administration. 

Implications of the Findings 

My teacher, Ms. Smith, is a representative of inservice writing teachers 

struggling to align their knowledge and beliefs with their writing instruction.  My study 

has important implications for bringing this much-desired alignment to light.  I will 

discuss the implications in terms of collaborations, reflections, and nexus. 
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Collaborations as a way to align teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and classroom 

instructional practices.  The informational research project had its genesis in the 

conversations and interactions I, as a researcher, had with Ms. Smith.  The collaboration 

contributed to her knowledge base about research in expository writing.  Moreover, she 

saw the benefits of implementation.  Collaborations notwithstanding, Hoffman, Paris, 

Patterson, Salas, & Assaf (2003) suggest centralized control and distancing of decision-

making from the classroom level leads to ineffective teaching.  As the “degrees of 

freedom” to make responsive decisions are removed, the effectiveness of the teacher is 

diminished.  Unfortunately, this is a by-product of high stakes assessment.  Talk and 

dialogue around the nation should take place between the local legislators, policy 

makers, teachers, and colleges of education in which teachers should be involved so 

they represent the problems they face and make decisions which need to be 

considered.    

 Reflection as a way to align teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and classroom 

instructional practices.  An evaluative stance needs to be taken by the practicing 

teacher so she understands that all knowledge is uncertain and not all claims are equally 

acceptable (Buehl & Fives, 2009).  In the reflective practitioner stance, the teacher 

should always examine her practices to derive understandings relative to students’ 

writing pieces she analyzes and what those pieces indicate about student learning.  

These understandings then inform her instruction.  Such deep engagement has the 

potential to bring about improved teacher practices and lasting changes in writing 
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instruction.  One such step has been taken at Auburn Elementary School with the 

adoption of the TAP Rubric ((National Institute for Excellence in Teaching, 2011).  

A stronger nexus between the university, the school district, and the school as 

a way to align teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and classroom instructional practices.  

Alignment between what is taught at the school level and what is taught at the 

university level needs to be addressed for writing pedagogy and classroom-based 

assessment measures for both the pre-service and inservice teachers.  

Ms. Smith did not have the benefit of writing instruction courses or courses 

about classroom based assessment.  For example, Ms. Smith’s instruction had a large 

and sole focus on conventions, which got her the writing results that she celebrated.  

But had she taken writing courses where she would most likely be introduced to process 

writing, she would have learned that conventions can be taught as part and parcel of 

process writing (Smith, 1983).  Knowledge about classroom based assessment measures 

would have provided Ms. Smith with more measures to determine her students’ 

achievement and in turn, more information for making classroom instructional decisions 

to meet the demands of the tests and nurturing writers for life.  The goal of emergence, 

consolidation, and continued development of teacher’s knowledge and beliefs for 

effective instruction is shown in the graphic (Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1. Alignment of Knowledge and Beliefs leads to Effective Instruction 

Development of teacher beliefs and knowledge is a long term process and one 

which requires consistent effort and opportunities in the professional field.  Ms. Smith 

was faced with the complex task of teaching writing in fourth grade.  To help such 

teachers, the university can provide refresher courses and professional development; 

the teachers and the principal do not have to look for packaged commercial programs 

from outside to provide instructional support.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

       Qualitative research on inservice teacher’s beliefs and knowledge within writing 

instruction is limited.  My study with one fourth grade teacher marks a beginning to 

address this gap.  Kagan (1992) advocated studying a writing teacher in her professional 

journey.  I was able to follow the writing teacher’s professional journey for one 
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academic year but Ms. Smith did reference her past 10 years of experience.  A 

longitudinal study with a veteran teacher and tracing her professional journey as a long-

time teacher of writing would enhance an understanding of how knowledge and beliefs 

and accompanying instructional practices develop.  The collaboration on the 

informational writing research project adds to the existing literature on using expository 

texts in reading and writing.  My research study also adds to the literature in using 

authentic literacy practices for writing personal narratives.  Although my study extends 

our understanding, the review of literature indicates much more research is needed on 

authentic literacy in personal narratives, non-fiction, and historical fiction in connection 

with writing (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall & Tower, 2006).  My study would also suggest 

that additional research should be focused on the writing resources, training, and other 

infrastructural support provided by the school district.  

Conclusion 

It was incredible that even though Ms. Smith had challenges like covering writing 

curriculum from the previous grades, student mobility issues, and inclusion of special 

education students, her students were successful on the state achievement exam.  We 

can say Ms. Smith had the knowledge of the test achieved over a period of 10 years, 

knowledge that would belong to the wisdom of practice (Shulman, 1987). Her 

accumulated knowledge over the years told her that the interpretation of the prompt, 

revise and edit which formed almost 60% of the test, daily practice and modeling, and 

having sustained time with her students in a self-contained classroom was the recipe for 
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success that she needed to follow to achieve her goals.  She did follow those as a 

professional capitalizing on the knowledge gained and her belief in her making the right 

decisions.  A crucial belief for Ms. Smith was to never lose faith in her students as 

capable learners. 

At the same time, Ms. Smith honored authentic writing in both fall and spring.  

She carried out strategies of Writing Workshop such as student topic selection, 

conferencing with students about their writing, and modeling and sharing of good 

writing examples.  She utilized process writing and liked having students think about 

brainstorming, planning, writing the rough draft, revise and edit, and writing the final 

draft.   However, the state achievement test which required students to write to a 

prompt and in 16 lines, which was practiced as test preparation, seemingly 

shortchanged the idea of personal choice of topic, a characteristic of Writing Workshop.  

Similarly, in an effort to help students improve their writing capability, conferences 

were directive rather than keeping with the idea of students thinking aloud and 

reflecting on their writing.  The revising and editing of only the final draft took on a 

more direct instruction approach also in contrast to revising and revisiting the writing 

piece in a more recursive manner—more of a reflection of Writing Workshop.   

 Testing matters and concerns were prevalent.  Score improvement 

occupied discussions among the faculty even to the extent of consideration of a more 

linear model of learning to write, namely story writing becoming a sequel to mastery of 

sentence writing.  The informational writing research project was an addition to the 
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class and represented a way to help students engage in authentic writing and one fully 

endorsed by Ms. Smith and for continued use in her class.    

Teaching is a learned profession (Shulman, 1987) and knowledge is changing 

(Buehl & Fives, 2009).  A case in point being Ms. Smith’s knowledge and beliefs of 

expository writing changed as a result of engaging in available literature, conversations, 

and implementation of the research project.  Additionally, her knowledge and beliefs 

about writing and writing instruction progressed because of her interactions with her 

community of fourth grade teachers and professional development opportunities 

provided by the administration.  Ms. Smith makes use of the knowledge base and takes 

intentional decisions, clearly the knowledge acquired yields beliefs that guide these 

decisions.  

There is a dynamic interplay between knowledge, beliefs, and instruction as they 

influence each other and intellectual adaptation through assimilation and 

accommodation takes place (Paiget, 1952).  The study suggests availability of knowledge 

sources leads to development of beliefs systems that align well to instruction which is 

necessary for effective classroom instruction.   According to Shulman (1987), teacher 

educators must work with the beliefs that guide teacher actions, with the principles and 

evidence that underlie the choices teachers make (p. 13).   

In the present study teacher knowledge and beliefs were studied through 

multiple sources:  interviews, teacher documents, and questionnaires.  I used the field 

notes and video tapes of classroom observations, and student documents to understand 
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the relationship between the teacher beliefs and knowledge and her classroom 

instruction.  Additional sources of data including artifacts such as photographs, charts 

displaying print rich environments, and video recorded classroom instructional 

proceedings provide further insights into how the classroom environment depicted the 

teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about writing.  In essence, the study captured the 

process of teacher’s knowledge, beliefs, and how they played out in instructional 

classroom context in their entirety.  

Finally, my study adds to the small number of investigations focused exclusively 

on knowledge and beliefs regarding writing as evidenced in writing instruction. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
 

TEACHER CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Research Study:  Teachers beliefs about writing as studied in the writing 

instruction of two fourth grade classrooms 

  

Investigators:  Dr. Carole Janisch, faculty member, College of Education, Texas Tech 

University and Anita Nigam, doctoral student, College of Education, Texas Tech 

University 

 

  

Why are you being asked to be a part of this research? 

Teachers who teach writing at the fourth grade level are being sought to 

participate in the research.  The fourth grade is being targeted because it is a 

pivotal stage in writing instruction and assessment of writing.  You have been 

recommended by your principal as well as by professors teaching graduate 

courses in writing at the College of Education at Texas Tech University. 

  

Who is doing the study? 

The research is part of the doctoral program of Anita Nigam.  Her research 

interests center on literacy, particularly writing and the teaching of writing in 

the elementary classroom.  She would like to visit your classroom during the 

fall semester 2013 and the spring semester 2014 to learn about the teaching 

of writing. 

  

What is the purpose of this research? 
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Anita is interested in understanding how teachers help their students become 

better writers.  The teaching of writing and how students become writers is 

less well-studied than the teaching of reading and how students become 

writers.  In examining writing, she will be able to add to the professional 

literature that is intended to assist teachers to consider effective instruction of 

writing.  

  

What will you be asked to do? 

Your teaching of writing will be observed and videotaped.  Field notes will be 

taken during your teaching, you will be interviewed four times, and your 

students’ assignments in writing and their assessments in writing will be 

copied.   

  

What if you decide that you no longer want to participate in this research? 

Participation in the study is voluntary and you may choose not to participate 

right now.  You may withdraw from the study at any time. The research 

represents minimal risks to potential research subjects.   

  

Who will see the results of this research? 

All information gathered from your classroom will be stored in a locked filing 

cabinet in Anita’s home and destroyed after five years.  Only Anita and Dr. 

Janisch will have access to it.  To protect the identity of your students, the 

classroom and the school, pseudonyms will be used in any written and oral 

dissemination of the research findings as well as any published reports of the 

study.       

  

What if you have questions about this research? 

Dr. Carole Janisch (carole.janisch@ttu.edu or 806-834-2962) or I 

(anita.nigam@ttu.edu or 806-300-7485)  will answer any questions you may 

have at any time during the study. Additionally, you may contact the Texas 

mailto:carole.janisch@ttu.edu
mailto:anita.nigam@ttu.edu
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Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 

Subjects by writing to them at the Office of the Vice President for Research, 

Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 70409 or by calling 806-742-2064.  

 

Print Name_______________________________________________________ 

 

Signature________________________________________________________

_ 

 

Date____________________________________________________________

___ 

 

(This consent form is not valid after October 2014.) 
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APPENDIX B 
 

PARENT OR GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Research Study:  Teachers beliefs about writing as studied in the writing 

instruction of two fourth grade classrooms 

  

Investigators:  Dr. Carole Janisch, faculty member, College of Education, Texas Tech 

University and Anita Nigam, doctoral student, College of Education, Texas Tech 

University 

 

  

Who is doing the study? 

The research is part of the doctoral program of Anita Nigam.  Her research 

interests center on literacy, particularly writing and the teaching of writing in 

the elementary classroom.  She would like to visit your child’s classroom 

during the fall semester 2013 and the spring semester 2014 to learn about the 

teaching of writing. 

  

What is the purpose of this research? 

Anita is interested in understanding how teachers help their students become 

better writers.  The teaching of writing and how students become writers is 

less well-studied than the teaching of reading and how students become 

writers.  In examining writing and writing about what she learns in your child’s 

classroom, she will be able to help other teachers to become better teachers 

of writing and thereby help more children become better writers.  

  

What will your child be asked to do? 
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Your child’s teacher will be observed and videotaped when she is teaching 

writing.  Anita will be talking to your child about their writing during the 

writing class time.  Your child’s assignments in writing and their assessments 

in writing will be copied by the researcher.  The tapes and student papers will 

be analyzed to answer the research questions.      

  

Is my child’s participation in the study voluntary?  Participation in the study is 

voluntary and you may choose not to have your child observed or to have 

his/her work collected by the researcher.  Your child may also withdraw from 

the study at any time.  There are no risks or costs to your child or 

compensation if they participate.    

  

Who will see the results of this research? 

All information gathered from your child’s classroom will be stored in a locked 

filing cabinet in the first researcher’s home and destroyed after five years.  

Only Anita and Dr. Janisch will have access to it.  To protect the identity of 

students, the classroom and the school, pseudonyms will be used in any 

written and oral dissemination of the research findings as well as any 

published reports. 

 

What if you have questions about this research? 

Dr. Carole Janisch (carole.janisch@ttu.edu or 806-834-2962) or I 

(anita.nigam@ttu.edu or 806-300-7485)  will answer any questions you may 

have at any time during the study. Additionally, you may contact the Texas 

Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 

Subjects by writing to them at the Office of the Vice President for Research, 

Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 70409 or by calling 806-742-2064.  

 

 

Print Name_________________________________________ 

mailto:carole.janisch@ttu.edu
mailto:anita.nigam@ttu.edu
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Signature__________________________________________ 

 

Date______________________________________________ 

 

(This consent form is not valid after October 2014.) 
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APPENDIX C 

 

STUDENT ASSENT FORM 

 

 

My name is Anita Nigam. I am a student at Texas Tech University.  I want to study 

writing. 

 

I want to visit your classroom.  I want to watch your teacher when she teaches writing.  I 

want to collect your writing and your tests in writing.    

 

I will study your teacher and your writing.  Then I will write my own paper. I will not put 

your name in my paper. No one will know that I am talking about you.  

 

If you don’t want to be in my study, no one will be angry with you. If you want to be in 

the study now and change your mind later, that’s OK too. You can stop at any time. 

  

If you have any questions, you can ask me anytime. 

 

Read this paper with your mother or father.  If they say it’s OK to be in the study and 

you say it is OK, please write your name on the line. 

 

Student Name: 
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Date: 

________________________________________________________________________

______ 

                     

(This consent form is not valid after October 2014.)  
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APPENDIX D 

AUDIT TRAIL 

Chapter 3  

1. Ms. Smith, third Semi structured Interview, 30 March, 2014 

2. Ms. Campbell, Literacy Coach, Email interview, 13 June 2014  

3. Principal, Mr. Cunningham, Semi structured interview, 27 January 2014 

Chapter 4 

4. Mr. Cunningham, Semi-Structured Interview, 27 January, 2014  

5. Ms. Smith, First Semi Structured Interview, 21 November 2013    

6. Mr. Cunningham, Semi Structured interview, 27 January, 2014 

7. Mr. Cunningham, Semi Structured interview, 27 January, 2014 

8. Ms. Smith, Second  Semi Structured Interview, 27 January, 2014 

9. Ms. Smith, Fourth Semi Structured Interview, 30 April, 2014 

10. Ms. Smith, Second Semi Structured Interview, 27 January 2014  

11. My Reflexive Journal, 3 December, 2013  

12. Ms. Smith, Second Semi Structured Interview, 27 January, 2014 

13. Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30th April, 2014 

14. Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014 

15. Ms. Smith –First Interview 21st November 2013 

16. Ms. Smith, Second Interview, 27th January, 2014 

17. Field notes from Classroom Observations, 8 January, 2014 

18.  Questionnaire 1, 20 January, 2014   

19.  Ms. Smith, First Interview, 21 November, 2013 

20.  Ms. Smith, Semi Structured fourth interview, 30 April, 2014   

21. Field notes of Classroom Observations, 10 November, 2013  

22.   Ms. Smith, Semi Structured fourth interview, 30 April, 2014 

23.  Ms. Smith, Semi Structured Second Interview, 27 January, 2014 

24.  Field notes on classroom observations, 8 December 2013 

25. Questionnaire 1, 20 January, reflexive journal, 27th January, 2014 

26. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 22 October, 2013 

27. Ms. Smith, Second Semi Structured  Interview, 27 January 2014 

28. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 4th March, 2014 

29. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 4th March, 2014 

30. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 4th March, 2014 

31. (Ms. Smith, personal conversation, 1st November, 2013) 

32.  Field notes on Classroom Observations, 24 October, 2013 
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33. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 24 October, 2013 

34. Ms.  Campbell, Email interview, 13 June 2014 

35. Teacher Questionnaire 1, November 5, 2013   

36. Ms. Smith, Third Interview, 13 March, 2014 

37. Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014  

38. Field notes on Classroom conversations, 18 February, 2014 

39.  Ms. Smith, Fourth interview, 30 April 2014 

40. Ms. Smith, Third interview, 13 March, 2014 

41. Principal, Semi-structured Interview, 27th January, 2014 

42. My Reflexive Journal, 13 November, 2013 

43. Ms. Smith, Second Interview, 27 January, 2014 

44. Ms. Smith, Second Interview, 27 January, 2014 

45. Ms. Smith, Second Interview, 27 January, 2014 

46. Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014 

47. Mr. Cunningham, Semi Structured interview, 27 January, 2014 

48. Ms. Smith, Second Interview, 27 January, 2014 

49. Principal, Semi structured Interview, 27 January, 2014 

50. Ms. Smith, Semi Structured third Interview, 13 March, 2014 

51. Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014 

52. Ms. Smith,  Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014   

53.  Ms. Smith, Fourth Interview, 30 April, 2014 

54. (My Reflexive Journal, 3 February, 2014). 

55. Ms. Smith, Fifth Interview, 12 June, 2014 

56. Ms. Smith, Fifth Interview, 12 June, 2014 

57. Ms. Smith,4th Semi-structured interview, 30th April, 2014 

58. Field notes on classroom observations, 5 May, 2014 

59. Ms. Smith, Fifth Interview, 12 June, 2014    

60. Field notes on classroom observations, 14 April, 2014 

61. Field notes on Classroom Observations, 14 April 2014 

Chapter 5 

62. Principal, Semi-structured Interview, 27th January, 2014 

63. Ms. Smith, Semi structured third interview, 30 March, 2014 

64. Principal, Semi-structured Interview, 27th January, 2014 
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APPENDIX E 

First Interview with the teacher 

1. What do you like to write about?  

2.  What is the most suitable time for you to write?  

3. Does a particular subject/ subjects appeal to you for writing? Are there any special 

people who inspire you? 

4. Do you belong and participate in a “community of writer workshop” formally or 

informally? How has it contributed to your growth as a writer?  

5.  You had said, Mrs. Whitehead came to teach the fourth grade and then went 

back to the first grade seeing how writing was in need of being taught. What did she 

find lacking? 

6. How was writing taught to you in contrast to your teaching of writing in schools 

todays? Any person stands out clearly in mind? 

7. What inspires you as a writer? What do you yearn to write about?  

8. What forms of writing appeals to you the most and why? 

9. What kind of strategies helps you to become a better writer? Do any of the 

mentor texts help there? The way a person writes…  

10. If you were to describe yourself as a writer…..; describe what writing is to 

you…….; most crucial for writing instruction….?  

11. How long have you been teaching writing instruction for? 

12. How would you describe your teaching of writing? What works well in your 

opinion and does not?  

13. What difference/ growth did you see when you looked at the students’ first 

assessment piece (district 6 weekly test) and the second assessment piece (second 

district 6 weekly test)?  

14. When and where did you learn most about writing and writing instruction?  

15. What impacts your decision making about what and how to teach in terms of 

writing?  
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16. Are there any other kinds of constrains?  

17. You mentioned that when the test comes, prompts are imposed and one worries 

about free writing. 

18. Did you have specific course work in writing instruction during teacher 

certification?  

19. What influence does the curriculum have on your teaching of writing?  

20. What other factors impact your teaching of writing? 

21. What would you describe the attention given to students in this school to 

develop as writers? Are there other opportunities? Conferencing with students on 

one on one basis to meet their language needs.  

22. Which strategies are most helpful to students to develop as a writer?  

23. Do you pair student/ students or group them to write together? 
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APPENDIX F 

Second Interview with the teacher 

1. In your first interview you said, “Empowering Writers” has influenced you 

greatly, could you elaborate on its basic ideas and the philosophy behind it. 

What features of it help you to plan better?  

2. Have you been using Empowering Writers for 10 years as you have been 

teaching for that number of years?  

3. You said learning to teach writing was hard and it is difficult for beginning 

teachers? Does the school or school provide any help in this regard? 

4. You said Veteran teachers have been talking about the lack of writing 

instruction? How would you describe a Veteran teacher and what problems have 

they pointed out? Could you please elaborate?  

5. What are some of the steps that the administration has taken that are 

supportive of promoting writing by enhancing writing instruction?  

6. Do you like self-contained classes? 

7. What outside support is available to promote the teaching of writing at this 

school? 

8. In the last interview you mentioned, the changes you implement in writing takes 

time to show results but in the district they change the program by then. How much 

of a change can be made in writing as the beginnings, elaborative details, endings 

are always there to stay?  

9. The students publish the Haunted house story for the fall festival. Does it mean 

they display it outside the class? What does publishing mean here?  

10. What considerations do you keep in mind when you select the topics on which 

the students write?  

11. Even though you do support the writing process you were concerned about the 

students’ written conventions and spellings? Do you see a change in that aspect 

from the first to the third assessment? 

12. By your own assessment, all the students are struggling in writing then why do 

you plan to teach writing only one or two days in the spring semester?  

13. You had a very board purpose and belief for the spring semester that students 

should become independent writers. Do you have a similar one for fall semester?  
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16. Through using the book, Empowering Writers, support from fourth grade 

teachers and attending some professional workshops what would you classify as 

your pedagogy of writing?  

17. In your first interview you said the tap rubric really helped you to reflect and 

improve your teaching. Did you include rubric in any of your teaching or assessing 

writing. What technological games did you incorporate to improve writing or other 

teaching?  

18. After teaching writing for 10 years you would agree that it requires a sustained 

effort. Would you argue for more time to be allocated in the school calendar for it? 

Did you feel hard pressed for time while teaching it at the expense of other 

subjects?  

19. The students have a writing assessment in 4th grade and then 7th grade. What 

happens to teaching of writing in 1, 2, 3, and 5, 6th?  

20. Please respond to these myths about writing:  

Each student paper must be corrected by the teacher. 

 Students should write a few papers but write them well. 

 Students do not want to write.  

 A good reader will become a good writer. 

 Grade levels are significant in teaching writing. 

        21. What is the difference between the District Assessment Tests and the Bench 

mark testing? 
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APPENDIX G 

Third Interview with the teacher 

Teacher Beliefs and Knowledge regarding writing 

1. How would you define knowledge and belief? 

2. What are some of the beliefs and knowledge you hope to instill in the students 

through development of informational books? 

3. How do you adhere to the beliefs you endorse about writing during the stress ridden 

months leading to the state achievement test? 

Test and Writing 

How do the standardized tests impact how and what you think about writing instruction and 

helping students become writers?  

1. In a world other than a testing world, how might you determine the writing 

achievement of students? 

2. What is the role of testing in teaching and learning in general? 

3. Given the practice that students had in the spring semester do you think they or 

some of them are able to solve their own problems? Is this a step towards gaining 

independence and control as writers? 

4. What would be some of the descriptive words you would use to describe writing 

and writing assessment in fall and spring semester? 

5. Is it possible for you to write a page or two on how writing instruction differs in 

spring in comparison to fall? 

6. While they were discussing the rubric and applying it to the two compositions- how 

would they know what the writer focused on what they had to do as they did not 

know the prompt? 

Instructional Practices  

What would you want the outcome of writing instruction to be for the students/writers at this 

school? 

1. What concerns about teaching writing do teachers express? 

2. How do you address those concerns in your classroom?  

3. I think about the idea of self-efficacy for teachers. That is, teachers view themselves 

as confident, able, and successful teachers of writing.  In your opinion, do you feel 

you have achieved that goal and what advice would you give others for reaching the 

same.  
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Conferencing among teachers  

1. You said in the second interview that “you and your team helped each other and 

survived” did they also start using Empowering writers? In what ways did you help each 

other? 

2. Through using the book, Empowering Writers, conferencing from other fourth grade 

teachers and attending professional workshops what would you classify as your 

teaching of writing has come to be?   

3. Could you discuss some of your own ideas, or what your team comes up with in your 

planning sessions for writing? 

Technology and Writing  

How do you see technology affecting writing in schools? 

1. How is technology a part of writing and writing instruction at Bean Elementary 

School? 

Professional resources 

1. Were you able to check region 17 and the workshops they offer?  

ELL 

1. Would you classify your students as ELLs? What is the criteria for students to be 

classified as ELLs?  

2. Are the telpas prompts drafted at a lower level because it is for ELL learners?  

Research Project 

1. Could you describe the process you went through to arrive at the subject you chose 

to write about? 

2. Have you been able to collect data for your topic, Labrador Retriever?  

3. Was the research project helpful in changing your views towards writing of 

informational books? Do you think its introduction helped the writing for expository?  

4. What kind of things have you been able to introduce during your class discussions 

that will be helpful for in students’ writing of informational books?  

5. How do we plan to move ahead with the Research project after the test?  

6. What books apart from Togo, and A …… which are used for comparison of different 

genres? Do you use any books to help students in writing? 
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Beliefs and Values  

How do you want parents and the public to describe the students, the teachers, the teaching 

and learning at this school?  

1. How would you describe the literacy goals for the students? 

2. What beliefs and values would you want the students and other teachers to endorse 

about writing? 

Standards 

What TEKS standards are you able to meet regularly in your writing classrooms? 
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APPENDIX H 

Fourth Interview with the teacher 

Teacher as Writer and Writing 

1. How do you see yourself as a writer and do you see its connection to teaching 

writing?  

2. You have been teaching for the last 12 years and out of those 10 years in 4th grade 

could you trace your journey in the teaching of writing over these years? 

3. How has teaching of writing this academic year been as compared to other years? 

How has your teaching differed in catering to the needs of different students? 

4. Given that Writing Workshop requires collaboration, peer conferencing what 

classroom management techniques you have used that have been successful in its 

implementation?  

Professional Training and Opportunities 

1. What all training have you received for teaching of writing?  

2. What was revealed by the Harvard need analysis for writing?   

Adaptations, Assumptions and Observations 

1. What adaptations have you been able to make for struggling writers?  

2. What are some of your assumptions and observations about how children learn 

writing?  

Instructional Decisions 

1. How do your beliefs about writing help you make instructional decisions about 

teaching it? Are they in direct relationship or they diverge sometimes and why?  

2. What are your views regarding the following instructional decisions? 

Prewriting  

Topic selection  

Drafting  

Conferences  
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Peer Conferences  

Assessment  

Student evaluation 

Beliefs and Knowledge 

1. Do you think beliefs are unconscious or a teacher is usually aware of them as aware 

as the knowledge one possesses?  

STAAR Test and Writing 

1. What are some of the measures you use to trace students’ growth – in terms of 

feedback and marks?  

Research Project 

1. What are some of the challenges you face when doing research with and by children?  

2. What structures in informational texts are easier to understand by your fourth 

graders (compare –contrast, cause –effect etc.) and easier to teach?  

Evaluation 

1. How would you grade each of the students in the beginning, middle, and end of the 

semester? 
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APPENDIX I 

Fifth Interview with the Teacher 

State Standards and Assessment 

1. What state standards outlined in the TEKS were you able to fulfill through the 

research project?  

2. How did the students fare in the last assessment test just before school closed 

for summer? 

Professional Development  

1. Did the school have you do any training in writing last June as you mentioned 

you had to do this June? 

Research Project  

1. While constructing your kid friendly rubric for assessing informational books 

developed by students did you use the parameters set by the class instruction or 

the state standards or a combination of both.  

2. How can we help students become researchers and what strategies would 

enable them to become so? 

3. In your observations of students’ efforts in writing and research what are 

some of the challenges the students face and in what way can we overcome it? 

4. Out of all the books (Spiders, Here is the tropical rain forest, A Desert 

Scrapbook) read out which one did you feel helped the students and how?  

5. What would be some of the highlights of this research project that you would 

like to implement in future years?  

6. If you were to tell me what led to the completion of students’ informational 

books what would you classify it to be a) interest b) teacher directed c) a 

combination of both.  

7. Did students do any work from home or everything had to be done in class? 

Video Recording as a tool for reflection  
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1. After your class has been video recorded how does the school administration 

use it for providing feedback to you and how does it help you to reflect and 

improve instruction? 

Curriculum  

1. There was C-scope and then there was no curriculum and from next year you will 

have early literacy. You were not forced to follow any curriculum in the past. Will 

you and the other teachers have freedom to choose, Empowering writers as you 

have always done or you will have to follow the early literacy curriculum?  

Beliefs 

1. To what degree were you able to achieve your beliefs about writing for your 

students in fall (a passion for writing but also understanding the components) 

and then in spring (more independent development)? 

Writing and Technology 

1. How did technology help with the writing of the research project? 

Expository and Writing 

1. What would you say about your knowledge and beliefs about expository before 

and after the research project in informational texts? 

2. How have your views regarding a) nonfiction children’s literature, b) writing 

change as a result of research project? 

Teacher and Researcher 

1. What are your views regarding classroom teacher and university collaborations 

in a school setting based on your experience? 

Talk and Writing 

1. Did the research project make a difference in students’ social interactions in 

terms of they helping each other to research and write? 
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APPENDIX J 

Interview with the Principal 

State of Writing Instruction 

** How would you describe the writing achievement of students in LISD (Lubbock 

Independent School District)? How would you describe the writing achievement of students at 

Bean Elementary School?  

1.  You have a definite emphasis on writing instruction here at Bean Elementary School. 

How and when did you determine that you wanted to make writing instruction a priority 

at this school?  

2.  How would you describe the instructional support offered to teachers at this school? 

3. What should be the role of professional development for teachers in schools in 

general, at Bean?   

Instructional practices 

** What would you want the outcome of writing instruction to be for the students/writers at 

Bean Elementary School?  

1. What concerns about teaching writing do teachers express to you?  

 

2. How do you begin to address their concern if and when they are raised?  

 

3. I think about the idea of self-efficacy for teachers. That is, teachers view themselves 

as confident, able, and successful teachers of writing.  How do teachers reach that 

goal and what is your role in helping them reach that goal?  

Assessment -STAAR Test  

** How do the standardized tests impact how and what you think about writing instruction 

and helping students become writers?  

1.  What kind of collaborative partnership between the schools and the district to 

prepare for STAAR Test? 

2. What do you do to meet the requirements of STAAR Test for the school?  

3. How do you and your teachers use the test results? 

4. In a world other than a testing world, how might you determine the writing 

achievement of students? 



Texas Tech University, Anita Nigam, May 2015 

267 

 

5. What is the role of testing in teaching and learning (in general)?  

Technology and Writing 

** How do you see technology affecting writing in schools? 

1. How is technology a part of writing and writing instruction at Bean Elementary?  

Beliefs and values 

** How do you want parents and the public to describe the students, the teachers, the 

teaching and learning at Bean Elementary School?  

1. How would you describe the literacy goals for the students at Bean Elementary School? 

 

2. What beliefs and values would you want your teachers and students to endorse about 

writing? 

 

3. What is your own educational background in reading and writing? How does your own 

knowledge influence your thinking about the teaching and learning of reading and 

writing? 
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APPENDIX K 

Personal Narrative Scoring Rubric 
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APPENDIX L 

Expository Scoring Rubric 
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APPENDIX M 

Questionnaire on Writing for Teacher 

1. How do people become writers or what prevents them from being writers? In your 

opinion is writing well a gift or can be achieved by anybody who is a hard worker.   

2. What makes Writing Workshop a good instructional strategy?  What are the 

drawbacks?  

3. What behaviors do you want to see in the workshop? How do you encourage them? 

Which should be mandated?  

4. Conferences with individuals are more important than mini lessons to groups. 

Teachers should invest their energies in conferring. What do you think? 

5. Don’t look at or read students’ writing during conferences. What do you think?   

6. What is the easiest way to keep records of Conferences? 

7. How can skills be taught in conference? Seems to me skills should be taught with 

much larger groups.  

8. What kinds of conferences do you have for your students? In what way do they help?  

9. What else can happen in minilessons besides the teacher minilecturing?  

10. Students come to trust my interventions because……  

11. What do you do when the piece has major problems but the child thinks it is good 

the way it is?  

12. Writers of any age do far more than they can explain simply because consciousness 

lags behind performance. How do you interpret this statement?  

13. What are the elements of the composing process as you see them? How crucial is 

voice to the composing process?  

14. Research data shows that when a writer makes a good choice of subject, the voice 

booms through. Does this statement find support in your students’ work? Please 

provide some examples.  

15. Writing is a highly idiosyncratic process that varies from day to day. How do you 

understand it from your classroom experience and as a writer? 
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16. Literature can be a great resource in a Writing Workshop. Please provide some 

examples from your use of literature in teaching writing?  

17. What role do written conventions play in teaching writing using the Writing 

Workshop? 

18. What purposes do students usually write for in your classroom? 

19. Is composing along with or in front of children a desirable quality for teaching of 

writing? In what ways does it help or not help the young writers?  

20. What of Ralph Fletcher’s work, Empowering Writers most informs your daily 

teaching of writing? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


