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 This interpretive case study is an investigation of three first-year teachers’ 

perceptions of student writing and writing instruction in second grade classrooms.  The 

portrayals describe each teacher’s early experiences with literacy and their professional 

path that led them to the classroom.  The case studies also present the knowledge and the 

resources these three teachers report drawing on during their first year as a professional.  

A description of the each classroom and an account of writing instruction further 

contextualizes the interpretation of the perceptions about student writing and writing 

instruction each teacher. 
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 Classroom observation and interview data were collected during the spring 

semester of these three teachers first year as a professional in the classroom.  Data 

analysis was ongoing and inductive (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Recurring themes and 

patterns across the cases were used to build representations that most exemplified each 

teacher’s perceptions. 

 The findings in this study suggest that novice teachers draw from multiple sources 

of knowledge as they teach writing for the first time.  The findings also suggest that the 

strongest influences on beginning teachers’ writing instruction are their own experiences 

as a writer, their assigned mentor, and their grade-level team members. From the 

classroom observations and debriefing interviews, the findings further suggest that 

beginning teachers assume writing ideas come from teachers and that there is a particular 

writing process that is to be followed systematically.  The findings also suggest that 

beginning teachers believe public displays of student work should be perfect and 

therefore place great importance on the conventions and mechanics of writing.    

The implications for this study and suggestions for future research relate to the 

potential for first year teachers to draw from multiple sources in their teacher education 

programs, the potential for school-based mentoring programs where mentor teachers 

receive training to support their work with new teachers especially as it impacts their 

practice and develops their expertise as they teach writing, and the potential for first year 

teachers to take the initiative for their own professional development as they continue to 

improve their practice teaching writing.    
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Operational Definitions 

 In this section is an alphabetical list of definitions and terms that are important to 

this study.  These terms are defined in specific ways for the purpose of clarifying how 

they are used in this particular research study. 

Alternative Certification Programs: An intensive one year educator preparation 

program designed to identify, select, train and certify teacher-candidates through a series 

of workshops, seminars, field activities, and an internship.  

Cooperating teachers:  Certified classroom teachers who are selected to have pre-

service teachers spend a specified amount of time participating in the teaching of their  

classes.  

Coursework: University-based classes usually taught in a particular sequence designed 

to introduce pre-service teachers to teaching strategies and curricular content. 

Pre-service teachers:  Undergraduate University students who have been admitted to the 

teacher education program and are enrolled in teacher education classes, as well as those 

assigned to observation internships and student teaching. 
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CHAPTER I: 
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

 Merriam (2002) suggests that the place to look for a research problem is in your 

everyday experiences—to be “curious” as to why things are as they are or how they 

might be better (p.11).  As a classroom teacher, I watched each year with great curiosity 

as my students, who began in August as emergent readers and writers, grew to be 

proficient readers and expressive writers by May.  Over the course of my years as a 

classroom teacher, I tried a wide range of curriculum innovations in an effort to discover 

effective and positive ways to encourage students to grow as writers.  In other content 

areas—reading, math, science, and social studies—instruction seemed straightforward.  

In these areas, I grew confident in my knowledge of the curriculum and in my ability to 

implement instruction effectively.  Under the umbrella of language arts instruction, I was 

satisfied with the ways “skills” were mastered.  Penmanship skills developed as the 

children matured; student handwriting was consistently neat and legible as the children 

developed a sense of pride in their work. My students progressed as spellers, successfully 

recording the sounds of letters and words on their paper.  Even though these young 

learners became competent users of the conventions of written language, consistently 

beginning sentences with capital letters and punctuating correctly, writing, the self-

expression of thoughts and ideas, was always the area in which I experienced a lack of 

confidence and a feeling of dissatisfaction in my teaching.  I found myself asking more 

questions and seeking more answers year after year after year.   

 I attended professional-development on writing instruction, where I met and 

discussed these frustrations with other classroom teachers.  I read the texts of Donald 
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Graves, Lucy Calkins, Nancie Atwell, Carol Avery, and more recently Katie Wood Ray.  

Yet I continued to struggle with teaching writing at the same level of competence, 

confidence, and success that I had attained in the other content areas.  Motivating 

students to want to write was challenging.  Accommodating the wide range of writing 

experience the students brought with them to my class was demanding.  Finding time to 

regularly confer with students individually about their writing was difficult.  And I 

continually worked to find the balance between what I believed to be true about how 

young children grow as writers and the school district’s initiatives that focused more on 

writing conventions than writing process.  My questions continued, and I never perceived 

myself to be as effective teaching writing as I was at teaching reading, math, social 

studies, or science.  I struggled with the challenges of teaching writing. I found student 

writing intriguing in the ways it integrated student learning across all areas of literacy.  

Writing offered opportunities for insight into a student’s thinking; even the shy student 

who was reluctant to participate in a class discussion could reveal deep thinking and 

understanding through his or her writing.  Writing was the place in the curriculum where 

I could connect to students on a personal level as they would share privately in their 

writing what they could not share publicly.  Talking about a student’s writing during a 

writing conference was often the time when a student shared what he or she wanted or 

needed me to know.  Writing made for informative and qualitative assessments that 

informed me about what my students were thinking and learning.  

 When I transitioned from the elementary classroom to the university classroom 

to become a doctoral student in language and literary studies, I began teaching students in 

pre-service teacher education.  Many of the questions about implementing writing 
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instruction that I had asked myself as a classroom teacher were voiced by my students in 

pre-service education courses.  In an effort to better prepare these pre-service teachers to 

teach writing to young children, my initial idea was to interview proficient, experienced 

teachers to learn about their perceptions of writing, the successes and struggles they had 

experienced as they became master writing teachers, and the resources that influenced 

and supported their practice.  As I began to talk informally with colleagues I considered 

to be master writing teachers, I discovered that these experienced teachers found it 

difficult to articulate the complexities of effective writing instruction.  Although they 

considered themselves to be master reading, math, and science teachers, many of them 

considered themselves to be novice writing teachers.  They continued to seek effective 

teaching strategies to support meaningful and successful writing instruction in their 

primary classrooms.  This uncertainty about writing instruction from primary teachers 

with many years of classroom experience led me to conclude that to better prepare future 

teachers to be successful as they began teaching writing in their own classrooms, I 

needed a better understanding of what beginning teachers experienced as they taught 

writing for the first time.  I needed to know about their successes and challenges.  I 

needed to know what influenced their understanding and decisions about writing 

instruction.  I needed to know about the sources of knowledge they drew on for support 

during their first year as professionals in the classroom.  I needed to know so that I could 

help prepare the pre-service teachers who were soon to be teaching writing for the first 

time in their own classrooms.   

 The same curiosity I experienced as a classroom teacher is what now drives my 

desire to become a more effective instructor of pre-service teachers who will eventually 
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be responsible for teaching children to become writers.  It is this curiosity that connects 

my experiences as a classroom teacher with my experiences as a pre-service teacher 

educator.  It propels my desire to study beginning teachers who are implementing writing 

instruction during their first year in the classroom.   

 As I reflected on my experiences as a teacher of writing from these two 

perspectives, I developed guiding questions for my research.  These questions address the 

overarching theme of understanding the ways beginning teachers think about and teach 

writing, and what they think about themselves as teachers of writing.  As teacher 

educators, we need to know how a pre-service teacher’s prior experiences as a student of 

writing influence him or her as he or she learns to teach writing.  We need to understand 

the ways pre-service teacher education contributes to a novice teacher’s efforts to teach 

writing.  And we need to know about the sources of knowledge that a beginning teacher 

might select for support as he or she assumes the challenge of teaching children to write.    

After reviewing the extant literature on writing instruction in the elementary 

classroom and the research examining the experiences of pre-service teachers and novice 

teachers teaching writing in the elementary classroom, I developed a plan to construct 

case studies based on my observations of first-year teachers teaching writing and my 

interviews with these teachers about their instruction.  My research extends the work of 

Norman and Spencer (2005) who studied the experiences of pre-service teachers and the 

beliefs they held about writing and writing instruction to a study of the beliefs about 

writing and writing instruction held by first year teachers.  It also builds on the work of 

Pardo (2006) who documented the ways writing instruction is shaped by the context each 

teacher experienced.  Like the teachers in Pardo’s research, the three teachers in this 
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study also drew on a variety of knowledge sources—primarily mentors and team 

members.  Finally, it echoes the findings of Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) who 

found that beginning teacher’s knowledge about writing instruction failed to reflect the 

state of the art of writing instruction because these teachers were limited to what they 

know about writing from a pupil’s point of view.  I continue to be interested in 

uncovering and understanding the meanings new teachers make of their experience in the 

context of their first year in the classroom and the variety of knowledge sources that 

inform their instruction in writing.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

The emphasis on writing instruction reflects a trend in current language and 

literacy instruction, and it continues to receive attention in educational and national news. 

Today’s students are expected to explore the similarities and differences among various 

text structures, uses of language, and literary devices as they think about, talk about, and 

write about what they read and think across all subject areas (Strickland, Galda, & 

Cullinan, 2004).  To become effective writers, students must experience writing 

instruction that begins early and continues beyond high school.  It is not uncommon to 

find writing centers in pre-kindergarten classes.  Even before young children begin to 

read, they draw and write in response to books and stories shared with them and about 

events that interest them.    

Research has identified a strong correlation between reading and writing as well 

as the role writing plays in the content areas of science and social studies (Shanahan, 

1988; Tierney & Shanahan, 1991).  It has also shown that when writing programs include 
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instruction in specific informational text structures, both writing and reading 

comprehension improves (Raphael, Kershners, & Englert, 1988).  This correlation 

establishes the importance of preparing teachers to teach writing in the primary grades.       

In addition to testing reading and math in their assessment program, many states 

assess writing—usually once at the elementary level, once at the middle school level, and 

once or more at the high school level.  In 2002, the results from the National Assessment 

of Education Progress (NAEP) report card on writing reported that only 23% of the 

nation’s fourth graders and 31% of the nation’s eighth graders earned a “proficient” 

rating in writing (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2002), meaning that fewer 

than one-third of the students assessed were writing at a level considered to be acceptable 

for their grade.  In 2003 the National Writing Commission, in a report entitled The 

Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution, described classrooms across the 

country in which students did not write enough and in which teachers were not 

sufficiently educated and did not place importance on writing (The National Commission 

on Writing, 2003).  The Commission defined writing as “an essential skill” for all 

children and called for “a much greater emphasis on writing, including time spent 

composing in all academic areas” (2003, Introduction). 

In 2006 the National Commission on Writing reported that 

American education will never realize its potential as an engine of opportunity 
and economic growth until a writing revolution puts language and communication 
in their proper place in the classroom.  Writing is how students connect the dots in 
their knowledge.  Although many models of effective ways to teach writing exist, 
both the teaching and practice of writing are increasingly shortchanged 
throughout the school and college years.  (p. 41) 
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The need for highly qualified teachers became a public concern when the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2002 mandated that all school children must be taught by highly 

qualified teachers who receive high-quality professional development 

(www.ed.gov.nclb).  The effort to define “a highly qualified teacher” put teacher 

education in the headlines.  Barr Watts-Taffe and Yokota (2000) argue that critical issues 

surrounding preparing teachers for the classroom have been heightened as a result of 

media attention and political debates.  The term “teacher quality” is being used by 

politicians, policymakers, and researchers to emphasize teachers’ critical influence on 

how, what, and how much students learn (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005).  While the 

quality of teacher preparation has been a concern of teacher educators, the concern has 

grown into a current national issue (e.g., “Education Schools,” New York Times, July 31, 

2005).  Research, such as the work of Darling-Hammond (1999) has shown that the 

teacher in the classroom makes the greatest difference in academic achievement, 

regardless of students’ economic or ethnic backgrounds.  

The national call for “highly qualified” teachers has come at a time when  

many states are failing to meet the demand for teachers in general.  Consider Texas, 

where the turnover rate and enrollment growth in Texas public schools is increasing the 

demand for teachers.  According to data from the Texas Education Agency, 36,771 

teachers did not return from the 2007-2008 school year.  At the same time, the growth of 

the student population in Texas public schools rises by approximately 2% annually 

(http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/research/pdfs/enrollment_2007-08.pdf).  This creates a need 

for 42,000 new teachers each year—37,000 to replace those who leave the classroom for 

http://www.ed.gov.nclb/�
http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/research/pdfs/enrollment_2007-08.pdf�


 8 

other professions or to retire, as well as an additional 5,000 new teachers to meet the 

demands of population growth. 

 In addition to the problem of the large number of teachers required to meet the 

needs of a growing population, there comes the expectation that a “quality teacher” in the 

elementary school classroom must be competent in all curriculum areas—including 

writing instruction.  Teacher preparation has traditionally emphasized reading instruction 

as opposed to writing instruction, which suggests to beginning teachers that teaching 

writing is not as important as teaching reading (Pardo, 2006).  Additionally, teaching 

writing in elementary classrooms is often more difficult in urban schools, where the 

literacy focus is often placed exclusively on learning to read in order to prepare students 

for high-stakes testing and for meeting policy requirements.  Although finding time for 

writing instruction is possible for experienced teachers (Dyson, 2003; Manning, 2000), 

writing instruction is often neglected by beginning teachers.  The No Child Left Behind 

Act of 2001 (U.S. Department of Education, 2001) focuses only on reading and math in 

the primary grades and ignores writing until grade four, even though research supports 

teaching reading and writing together (Kucer, 2001; National Writing Project & Nagin, 

2003). 

In a national study of writing instruction, Applebee and Langer (2006) asked: 

“How well are students writing?  Has achievement in writing been improving or 

declining over the past twenty years?  How well are today’s students prepared to meet the 

writing demands in the workplace and of higher education?”  Data from this study 

offered an opportunity to examine the kinds of writing experiences and instruction 

offered to a diverse population of students and showed that student writing proficiency 
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had remained relatively steady, with gaps continuing between more-advantaged and less-

advantaged students.  The results of the study also suggested the need for a large-scale 

study of writing instruction in schools across the country in order to define a national 

agenda for writing instruction that would ensure that all students are being taught to 

write.   

Research attention has traditionally focused on the novice teacher becoming a 

teacher of reading.  For example, Maloch and her colleagues (2003) followed 101 pre-

service teachers through their first year in the classroom to examine the differences in 

their understandings, beliefs, and decision-making as they emerged from three types of 

reading teacher-preparation programs.  The National Commission on Excellence in 

Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading Instruction developed and executed a 

program of research and identified qualities of effective teacher preparation programs in 

reading (Hoffman, Roller, Maloch, Sailors, Duffy, Beretvas and The National 

Commission on Excellence in Elementary Teacher Preparation for Reading, 2005).    

While research journals include many studies of beginning reading teachers, there 

are a limited number of studies that afford educators the opportunity to understand the 

experience of a beginning teacher gaining insight and applying classroom experience to 

writing instruction.  Table1.1 reports the finding of a survey of published articles on 

writing instruction in peer-reviewed research journals since 1990.  To verify what seemed 

to be a shortage in this educational research, using electronic databases and the table of 

contents of published volumes, I searched all issues of the listed journals.  I searched for 

articles on students learning to write, teachers teaching writing, and pre-service teachers 

learning to teach writing.  Of the 54 articles published that addressed these three subjects,  



 10 

only five articles specifically addressed writing instruction as a component of teacher 

education.    

Table 1.1:  Published research on writing instruction: 1990–2010 
 

Journal 1990–
1994 

1995–
1999 

2000–
2004 

2005–
2010 

TOTAL 

Curriculum Inquiry  1 1 1 3 

Elementary School 
Journal 

2 1 9  12 

Journal of Curriculum 
Studies 

2    2 

Journal of Literary 
Research? 

6 5 2 6 19 

Journal of Teacher 
Education 

   1 1 

Reading Research 
Quarterly 

 2 1 2 5 

Review of Educational 
Research 

1 1   2 

Teacher & Teacher 
Education 

1 2 2 2 7 

Teacher Education 
Quarterly 

  1 2 3 

TOTAL 12 12 16 14 54 

 

According to the Academic Excellence Indicator System at the Texas Education 

Agency, in the 2007-2008 school year, 7.9% of the 321,730 teachers hired in Texas were 

first-year teachers (http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/cgi/sas/broker ).  Approximately 3,500 of 

these 25,000 first-year teachers were assigned to second- and third-grade classrooms.  

The case studies of these three first-year teachers has implication for preparing—and 

retaining—the continually growing number of novice professionals each year to become 

highly qualified teachers of writing and to meet the instructional needs of students in 

primary grades.  To accomplish this goal, teacher educators need to understand how 

http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/cgi/sas/broker�
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beginning teachers are constructing themselves as writing teachers and meeting the 

challenges of teaching writing.  This study relies on the voices of novice teachers in 

classrooms to describe their strengths and struggles, their successes and challenges, as 

they grow to understand and affect writing instruction.  

Design of the Study 

Rationale     

I want to learn about the ways beginning teachers interpret and represent writing 

instruction in the context of a classroom as they teach writing for the first time.  I have 

chosen case study methodology because the information comes from the voices of the 

teachers themselves—the very people who day in and day out may be struggling to teach 

writing to their students.  Dyson and Genishi (2005) suggest that “qualitative researchers 

are interested in the meaning people make of their lives in very particular contexts” (p. 

9).  Researchers construct case studies in order to inform their decisions about how to 

“angle their vision on places overflowing with potential stories of human experience” 

(Dyson & Genishi, p. 2) and come to understand everyday teaching and learning.  My 

study  is an opportunity to build cases that “combine close analysis of fine details of 

behavior and meaning in everyday social interaction with analysis of the wider societal 

context . . . within which their everyday interactions take place” (Erickson, 1986, p. 120) 

to better prepare beginning teachers for the challenge of teaching writing.   

The researcher in a case study plays many different roles and often has options as 

to how the roles will be played (Stake, 1995).  Throughout the case investigation, the 

researcher continually makes decisions about how much emphasis to give each role.  As 

the researcher in this qualitative case study, the multiple roles I played as I constructed 
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the stories of beginning teachers’ perceptions of writing instruction included interviewer, 

observer, narrator, and maker of meaning.  Just as it is the purpose of research “to inform, 

to sophisticate, to assist the increase of competence and maturity, to socialize, and to 

liberate” (Stake, 1995, pp. 91-92), my role as the researcher for this study required me to 

fulfill these same purposes.  

When individuals decide to become teachers, they bring a set of beliefs about 

teaching and learning that influences their educational experiences, including the 

relevance of their teacher-education courses and the vision they have for their own 

teaching careers (Bullough, 1989).  Before entering the profession, many of these 

individuals have spent over half of their lives in an “apprenticeship of observation” 

(Lortie, 1975) as students in schools; this “apprenticeship” significantly contributes to the 

ways they think about teaching and learning.  Britzman (1991) argues that “because 

teachers were once students in compulsory education, their sense of the teacher’s world is 

strongly established before they begin learning to teach” (p. 1).  Calderhead and 

Robinson (1991) add the idea that a teacher’s personal experiences in a variety of school 

settings influence “the development of a body of values, commitments, and orientations 

about teaching and learning” (p.1).   

Florio-Ruane (1989) reminds us that the pre-service teacher’s knowledge about 

what writing is and how writing is taught is also limited because one’s experience as a 

student learning to write reflects “the status quo rather than the state of the art practice or 

of writing instruction” (p. 277).  Stake (1995) defines the role of interpreter and gatherer 

of interpretations as central to the belief that knowledge is constructed rather than 

discovered, a notion put forward by Guba and Lincoln (1982), among others.  My goal 
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was to discover and construct a clear interpretation of the phenomena I observe in the 

classrooms.  As I constructed case studies from the novice teachers I observed, my 

challenge was to connect the existing research about beginning teachers and writing 

instruction to what I observed happening in the classrooms of these teachers 

implementing writing instruction.   

This is also a study of classroom discourse (Cazden, 1988).  It is language from 

the classroom environment where I observed verbal communications between the teacher 

and the students as well as in interview settings with me that the novice teachers in this 

study reveal their sources of knowing and their perceptions about writing instruction.  

Schiffrin (1994) reminds educators that language is not transparent and that as 

researchers, we cannot presume that a person’s words always accurately reflect his or her 

thoughts.  It is the challenge of the interviewer/researcher to uncover the speaker’s 

meaning and the hidden or unspoken conceptions of knowledge, content, and practice 

underlying his or her words (Olsen, 2006).   

Teacher educators and researchers continually attempt to determine what is 

effective in pre-service teacher education and how the knowledge of pre-service teachers 

can enlighten and reform current classroom practice to ensure high teacher quality 

(Darling-Hammond, 2000; Hoffman & Roller, 2001).  Barr Watts-Taffe and Yokota 

(2002) identify the nature of the pre-service teachers’ experiences, the content of their 

practical experiences, and the ways in which they come to learn what it means to teach as 

important issues worthy of research in order to inform improvements in teacher 

education.  This case-study research responds to Hoffman and Duffy’s (2000) call for 

research that focuses on how teachers recall learning and how teacher educators can 
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promote that learning.  It extends our knowledge of pre-service teachers and focuses on 

the understandings that beginning teachers bring with them into the classroom.  It 

identifies how teacher educators can better support that learning as it relates to writing 

instruction. 

Research Questions 

 This study examined beginning teachers’ perceptions of their strengths and 

struggles during their first year of teaching writing.  Writing instruction is nationally 

recognized as a critical component of a good education.  Teacher educators should be 

interested in following novice teachers to better understand the importance of these new 

teachers’ knowledge of teaching writing and the ways in which their teacher-education 

programs have contributed to the teachers’ knowledge base.  Teaching writing to students 

is a vulnerable area for beginning teachers.  I designed a set of questions to guide my 

inquiry of the participating teachers as they taught writing and to guide the interviews I 

conducted as we reflected together on these observations during the follow-up interviews.    

1) What do beginning teachers report to be their perceived strengths and 

struggles in teaching writing prior to entering the classroom for their 

first year of teaching?   

2) What is the relationship between the teacher’s account of writing 

instruction and the writing instruction I observe? 

3) Which sources of knowledge (e.g., models, readings, coursework, 

mentors) do beginning teachers say they draw on as resources as they 

teach writing during their first year? 
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The purpose of the first question was to understand what the participating teachers 

thought about themselves as writers and as writing teachers before beginning their first 

year of teaching, so that it would be possible to discern how the reality of the classroom 

experience may have changed their initial perceptions.  I hoped to uncover the level of 

confidence about teaching writing these teachers had as it related to their pre-service 

instruction, including both their coursework and their internships in classrooms with 

cooperating teachers.  I was interested in finding out how perceptions of themselves as 

writers may have influenced their feelings about teaching writing.  

The second question established the connection between the classroom 

observation and the follow-up debriefing interview.  This question addressed the ways 

the beginning teachers’ perceived strengths and struggles align with the writing 

instruction I observed.  This question allowed for the account that the teachers gave of the 

writing instruction to be verified by my observation of a lesson.   

The purpose of the third question was to specifically ask the participating teachers 

to discuss their resources for knowledgeable writing instruction.  This included mentor 

teachers and literacy coaches, readings from coursework during pre-service teacher 

education, classroom observations, and any instructional materials they found to be 

helpful.  This question extended beyond acknowledging these sources to include an 

understanding of how the teachers came to recognize the nature of the knowledge in the 

resource and the usefulness of the resources.  
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Significance of the Study 

During the semester that I collected data for these case studies, I conducted an 

informal survey asking pre-service teachers during their last semester before graduation 

how prepared they felt to teach writing.  Several of these soon-to-be teachers responded 

with various degrees of confidence: 

I feel somewhat prepared to teach writing . . . but I am not very confident.  
 

I do not feel very well prepared to teach writing. . . .  I remember not liking 
writing that much.   

 
I do not feel as prepared as I would like to feel. . . . I have a vague idea of 
grammatical standards and general compositional facets, but that is about it! 
 
I am nervous to teach writing on my own. . . . I am not prepared to teach on a 
level that really captures each aspect involved in the writing process.  
 
   

How are these novice teachers going to meet the challenge of teaching writing 

during their first year as classroom teachers?  What beliefs about teaching writing and 

learning to write will influence their practice as they begin their careers in the classroom?  

Where will they look for and find support?  How will they develop the confidence they 

will need in order to become effective and successful?  How can teacher educators better 

support pre-service education to ensure that as students transition into the classroom they 

develop a sense of knowing and a confidence about teaching writing?   

This study attempted to contribute to the literature on preservice teacher education 

by examining new teachers’ perceptions of their perceived strengths and reported 

struggles teaching writing as novice teachers.  I paid close attention to the voices of 

teachers during their first year of teaching.  Interviewing and careful listening provided 
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the opportunity to construct an account of their experiences teaching writing.  Repeated 

classroom observations for each participant allowed for continuous data collection.  Self-

reporting supported the notion of verification through conversation and discussion as the 

novice teachers described their experiences and offered explanations of their thinking 

about the observed instruction.  I drew on data collected from the initial introductory 

interviews, classroom observations of writing instruction, and debriefing interviews that 

followed the writing instruction to build case studies for selected participants.  

Teacher educators can gain understanding and insight from the experiences and 

knowledge sources that beginning teachers report as in these case studies.  This research 

supports the continued development of effective instruction as educators prepare students 

to become writing teachers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 18 

CHAPTER II: 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 
The need for improving the effectiveness of future writing teachers continues to 

be a concern for teacher educators, as the emergence of literacy is considered 

instrumental to growth and is recognized as a critical element of language and literacy 

development.  The number of new primary teachers entering the classroom each year 

who must meet the challenges of teaching writing calls for a review of the research that 

investigates the understanding and knowledge about writing instruction for both pre-

service and beginning teachers.  I begin by explaining a sociocultural approach as the 

theoretical perspective for my research.  Then I review the literature that examines 

teacher attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge.  Finally, to understand the perceived strengths 

and struggles of first-year teachers in primary classes teaching writing for the first time, I 

examine the research that explores the attitudes novice teachers have about themselves as 

writers, about writing instruction, and about how experiences as a student influence 

teaching, with a focus on the teaching of writing.  In addition, I examine the research 

literature for the influences of experiences in teacher education, how first-year teachers 

encourage writing development in their students, and how these teachers come to be more 

effective teachers of writing.   

 

Theoretical Perspective 

This study is guided by a sociocultural perspective, an approach to understanding 

teaching and learning that emerged from the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978).  The purpose 

of a sociocultural approach is to better understand the ways people are socially, 
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culturally, and historically situated (Wertsch, 1989).  An important aspect of my research 

from a sociocultural perspective is the acculturation into a profession—how teachers are 

influenced by their culture, their prior knowledge and experiences as writers, and the 

setting of their first year as a classroom teacher. 

A sociocultural perspective means acknowledging the contexts within which each 

of the participant teachers constructed the learning environments in her classroom, 

formulated her beliefs about writing instruction, and made instructional decisions during 

her practice of teaching writing.  The term context here refers to the way Gee (1992, 

1996) discussed it in reference to discourse—the ways speakers, listeners, readers, and 

writers relate their words, actions, and feelings to others.   

Theorists recognize the ways sociocultural theory is applicable to an 

understanding of teaching and learning (Britzman, 1991; Collins & Green, 1992; 

Grossman, 1990).  From a sociocultural perspective, learning occurs in a social and 

cultural context rather than as a single event in the classroom (John-Steiner and Mahn, 

1996).  The teachers in my study constructed meaning as they interacted with their 

students and with their colleagues within the social and cultural setting of the classroom.  

 

Teacher Beliefs and Knowledge 

Research suggests that both attitudes and beliefs drive classroom actions and 

influence the teacher-change process (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1994).  

Guskey (1988) explored the relationship between teacher perceptions and teacher 

attitudes toward the implementation of new instructional practices and found that 

changing classroom practice was often followed by changing beliefs.  Richardson (1994) 
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argues that both attitudes and beliefs are important considerations for understanding 

classroom practices and for designing teacher-education programs to help both pre-

service and in-service teachers develop their thinking and practice.  Although researchers 

are still examining teacher attitudes, beliefs have become the major construct for studying 

teachers’ ways of thinking about classroom practice.  

Parajes (1992) suggested that terms such as attitudes, preconceptions, and 

theories can be interchanged with beliefs.  There is agreement among educational 

theorists and researchers that beliefs affect the ways an individual makes decisions.  

Scholars also agree that the beliefs teachers hold influence their perceptions and 

judgments, which in turn affect their behavior in the classroom.  Understanding teachers’ 

beliefs is essential for improving both pre-service and in-service teacher education 

(Feiman-Nemser & Floden, 1986; Fenstermacher, 1979, 1986; Nespor, 1987).  

Understanding the attitudes, preconceptions, and beliefs of the beginning teachers in my 

study has implications for improving teacher education.  

The most complex issue in current research on teaching and teacher education is 

the confusion between the terms belief and knowledge.  A differentiation between beliefs 

and knowledge is not evident in much of the literature on teaching and teacher education.  

Alexander, Schallert, and Hare (1991) describe 26 terms used in the literature on literacy 

to denote different types of knowledge.  They define knowledge as “encompassing all 

that a person knows or believes to be true, whether or not it is verified as true in some 

sort of objective or external way” (p. 317).  Kagan (1990) also used the terms 

interchangeably, stating that “what a teacher knows of his or her craft appears to be 
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defined in highly subjective terms” (p. 421).  Her rationale is that teachers’ knowledge is 

subjective and therefore much like beliefs.   

Elbaz (1983), and later Clandinin and Connelly (1987), explored the concept of 

teachers’ personal practical knowledge in order to account for how a teacher knows or 

explains in a classroom situation.  In this view, practical knowledge is not 

interchangeable with beliefs because knowledge is gained through experience in the 

classroom and is contextual, “embodied within the whole person, not just the mind” 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 1987, p. 488).   

Embodied knowledge relates to the way people physically interact with the 

environment and is closely connected with the entirety of the learning experience 

(Johnson, 1987).  It is embodied knowledge that Yinger (1987; Yinger & Villar, 1986) 

suggests is used by the teacher actively teaching in the classroom.  This knowledge may 

be inseparable from a particular classroom action, a view similar to Schon’s (1983) 

notion of knowledge-in-action.  Nespor (1987) tries to differentiate more distinctly 

between knowledge and a belief, arguing that knowledge is stored semantically in the 

body while beliefs are stored in episodic memory because they are constructed 

cognitively, emotionally, and culturally.   

For the purposes of this research, I chose to adopt a socio-constructivist definition 

for beliefs—ideas that are constructed through a teacher’s experiences and represent 

knowledge or understanding about specific practices within the context of the classroom.  

This definition is similar to the one developed by Tabachnick and Zeichner (1984), who 

also differentiate between teachers’ beliefs and teachers’ perspectives.  Unlike beliefs or 

attitudes, perspectives include both the beliefs teachers have about their practice and “the 
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ways in which they give meaning to these beliefs by their behavior in the classroom” (p. 

28).   

A number of studies have examined both pre-service and in-service education 

programs that focus on the participants’ beliefs (Richardson, 1994).  Beliefs about the 

purpose of education and the capabilities of students are established early. Richardson’s 

research further documents how the significance of selected school subjects can influence 

the participants’ decisions about teaching and the ways they interact with the students in 

their classes.   

One source for the perceptions that pre-service teachers bring with them into the 

classroom as first-year teachers is the thousands of hours they spent as students in 

primary and secondary classrooms, observing teachers and developing their own 

understanding of what it means to teach and to be a teacher.  Lortie (1975) refers to this 

as the “apprenticeship of observation.”  Lortie suggests that these life experiences give 

pre-service and first-year teachers well-developed sets of beliefs and perceptions about 

what is supposed to happen in schools and classrooms.  When they begin to teach, they 

adopt the practices of their former teachers.  For example, if one’s second-grade teacher 

taught writing as a set of grammar rules rather than as way to organize thoughts and 

communicate ideas, the novice teacher may also tend to teach writing as a set of grammar 

rules.  However, a teacher’s understanding is not based only on observation.  It was 

constructed along with content knowledge as he or she actively participated in schooling 

throughout his or her childhood into adulthood (Clandinin, 1985; Collins & Green, 1992).  

Kagan’s (1992) research on the professional growth of pre-service and beginning 

teachers documents how beginning teachers view other teachers through the evaluative 
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lens of their own experience and beliefs.  In general, Kagan argues that pre-service and 

first-year teachers do not reflect critically on their past personal experiences as students.  

Instead, these “apprenticeship of teaching” experiences serve as emotional memories of 

past school experiences that these teachers draw from as they begin their professional 

teaching careers in their own classrooms.  In this research, it will be important to 

establish each participating teacher’s view of writing as it relates to her past classroom 

experiences as a student.  

By the time pre-service teachers enter their professional-development sequence, 

including methods courses and student teaching, they already have a strong sense of what 

teaching and learning should be like (Hollingsworth, 1989; Holt-Reynolds, 1992; 

Grossman, 1990).  In a study of pre-service teachers in a high school literacy class, 

Graham and Ross (1999) found that student teachers’ prior experiences can be so strong 

that they actually negate potential influence of the teacher-education programs.  Carter 

and Doyle (1995) studied the preconceptions that students held about learning to teach 

and found similar results, explaining how years of educational experiences are used as the 

lens when pre-service teachers are exposed to new ideas about education.  They found 

that when presented with a new idea in their professional-development experiences, most 

pre-service teachers consider how the innovation, procedure, or practice would have 

worked for them as a student in the classroom.  Their beliefs and willingness to consider 

new ideas are strongly shaped by their own personal educational histories.  Feiman-

Nemser and Buchman (1985) use the term pitfalls to describe this conflict that student 

teachers feel, suggesting that the “ideas and images of classrooms and teachers laid down 

through many years as pupils [prove] a framework for viewing and standards for judging 
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what teachers see now” (p. 56).  When confronted with conflicts between the beliefs of 

pre-service teachers and those of pre-service teacher educators, Holt-Reynolds (1992) 

found that pre-service teachers will doubt and question their professors’ beliefs rather 

than their own.  Their research documents the difficulty student teachers have in 

overcoming the disconnect that often occurs between a new teacher’s classroom practice 

and the theories to which they were introduced in their teacher-preparation coursework.  

It is this disconnect that can cause pre-service teachers to feel confused, guilty, and 

discouraged about their ability to become successful teachers (Knowles, 1992).   

In a study of teacher-education programs, Zeichner and Tabachnick (1981) 

reported that students from quality teacher-education programs were more likely to 

incorporate methods and theories learned in university coursework into their practice than 

students who had weak teacher-education experiences.  Grossman, Smargorinsky, and 

Valencia (1999) reported on the significant influence that placement had on pre-service 

teachers in internship experiences and on new teachers in their initial job placement.  The 

influences of the placements often superseded the theories and practices discussed in the 

teacher-education programs and the preservice teacher’s own experiences as a student. 

These researchers suggest that the classroom placements during student teaching for 

novice teachers exerts too much pressure for these novice teachers to hold to their beliefs 

and to implement the practices discussed and learned during their coursework at the 

university.   

In my study, beginning teachers were asked during the interviews to share 

memories of favorite teachers and to talk about their experiences learning to read and 

write as students.  I observed the ways these beginning teachers incorporated or rejected 
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these “apprenticeship of teaching” experiences from their practice, specifically as it 

related to writing instruction.  The debriefing interviews following the classroom 

observations served to triangulate the sources of knowledge that the participants brought 

with them to the classroom.   

Writing Instruction 

Experienced Teachers as Writing Teachers   

Learning to write is a developmental process.  To better foster this development, 

and classroom environments can be structured by teachers who have experienced and 

therefore understand the writing process (Harp, 1991). Calkins (1986, 1994), Graves, 

(1983, 1994), and Routman (1991, 1996) all theorize that teachers must be confident, 

avid readers and writers in order to be effective reading and writing teachers.  One who 

teaches writing “must be a writer in order to demonstrate to children the trials that all 

authors, even teachers, undergo as they work to find the words that will express their 

ideas adequately” (Butler, 1991, p. 105).  Research clearly demonstrates the important 

relationship between teachers’ attitudes about writing and their attitudes about writing 

instruction (Bratcher & Stroble, 1994; Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Grossman et al., 

2000; Kennedy, 1998; Lapp & Flood, 1985; Schmide & Kennedy, 1990; Shrofel, 1991; 

Wood & Eicher, 1989).  Flood (1985) suggests that as teachers’ knowledge of how to 

teach writing increases, their attitudes about themselves as writers become more positive.  

Bratcher and Stroble (1994) document that teachers must be comfortable and confident 

with writing before they can feel competent as a writing teacher.  Their research also 

suggests that increased competence as a writing teacher seems to affect teachers’ 

perceptions of how children learn to write.  Therefore, the more familiar pre-service 
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teachers become with writing, the more effective they will be as they begin teaching 

writing as novice professionals (Chambless & Bass, 1995; Lapp & Flood, 1985; Street, 

2002).   

Pre-service and First-Year Teachers Becoming Writing Teachers   

In considering the perceived strengths and anticipated struggles that novice 

teachers bring into the classroom as they begin to teach writing, it is critical to consider 

the research that examines the background knowledge about teaching and writing that 

pre-service teachers bring to their professional education sequence.  Researchers have 

continued to report on the powerful influence that teachers’ attitudes about teaching have 

on their own learning and teaching (Agee, 1998; Brachter & Stoble, 1994; Florio-Ruace, 

1990; Grossman et al., 2000; Kennedy, 1998; Lapp & Flood, 1985; Lortie, 1975, Mayher, 

1990; Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990; Shrofel, 1991; Wood & Eicher, 1989).  To understand 

the relationship between the learning experiences offered in teacher-education programs 

and the effectiveness of those experiences for pre-service teachers entering their own 

classrooms to teach, it is necessary to consider pre-service and beginning teachers’ 

attitudes about writing.  

Attitudes about writing and its influence on writing instruction.  Developing one’s 

identity as a writer, or as a non-writer, is a long process of socialization.  This 

development may begin to be formed during a teacher’s experiences as a student, long 

before he or she decides to enter teacher education (Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; 

Lortie, 1975; Schrofel, 1991).  Building on this research, Norman and Spencer (2005) 

examined the autobiographies of 59 pre-service teachers at a California university to 

study the factors that shape teachers’ views of themselves as writers, their thinking about 
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writing instruction, and the effect that writing-instruction coursework had on their 

teaching.  Many of the teachers in the study had taken very little coursework, while 

others did not have any coursework in writing instruction at all, because many states do 

not require specific coursework for teacher certification.  Norman and Spencer reported 

that teachers who had minimal-to-no formal writing-instruction coursework or who had 

limited professional development focused on writing either revert to the practices from 

their own educational experiences, as suggested by Lortie (1975), or adopt the practices 

of their colleagues, as found by Grossman (1990).  In this study of first-year primary 

teachers, I attempted to determine, as did Norman and Spencer, the factors that shaped 

the ways the novice-teacher participants thought about themselves as writers and what 

they thought about writing instruction.  From the information I received about 

coursework in the interviews, I observed writing instruction to determine if the novice 

teachers who had the advantage of coursework on writing instruction used that 

knowledge to inform their teaching or if they were more likely to teach writing based on 

their own experiences as a student.   

 Self-confidence of pre-service teachers in the area of writing instruction has been 

shown to be significant because often writing is not an activity that encourages 

confidence in one’s own abilities (Mayher, 1990).  In a longitudinal study of teachers 

who completed a National Writing Project Summer Institute, Bratcher and Stroble (1994) 

demonstrated that self-confidence in teachers is crucial for growth in writing and teaching 

to occur.  Street (2006) examined the relationship between attitude, confidence, and the 

practice of teaching writing in a case study of five pre-service middle school teachers.  

Rationale for the study was based on the significant consideration that these pre-service 
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students would soon be responsible for teaching writing in schools where superior writing 

instruction was needed.  The data from this study indicate that the way writing was taught 

to these pre-service teachers when they were students had a “profound effect” (p. 35) on 

their identities as writers.  The two teachers in the study who saw themselves as writers 

provided their students with a passion for writing and were more effective as teachers 

than the other three participants, who saw themselves as reluctant, developing writers.  

This research highlights the importance of establishing the attitudes that the beginning 

teachers in this study had of themselves as writers and the ways those attitudes were 

revealed in their teaching.  As a researcher, it was important to document the ways that 

the teachers’ attitudes about themselves as writers seemed to manifest in their interactions 

with and instruction of their students.   

Teacher education that supports writing instruction.  Committed to changing the way 

future teachers think about writing instruction, Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) 

designed and taught a writing methods course for pre-service teachers and then assessed 

how the course curriculum was experienced by the students and how it influenced their 

teaching.  The goal was to transform the students’ limited knowledge of what writing is 

and how writing is taught.  Florio-Ruane and Lensmire found that some initial 

conceptions of teaching, writing, and children were harder for the education students to 

let go of than others.  They also found that as the students began to assume the role of 

teacher, they experienced more difficulty and anxiety when the methods course 

curriculum challenged the traditional school curriculum and when their ability to 

maintain classroom control seemed to be threatened.   
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Mayhurst (1998) also investigated pre-service teachers’ attitudes toward writing 

and toward teaching writing after completing a language arts methods course that 

emphasized process approaches and the writing workshop.  The study examined the 

influence that the course had on writing instruction during the student-teaching 

experience and extended into one student’s first year of teaching.  Mayhurst examined the 

preconceptions and perceptions that beginning teachers draw on as they transition from 

teacher education to the classroom in the context of writing instruction during their first 

year as professionals.  Participants were asked to report both on their coursework and 

classroom observation by describing how these have influenced their teaching.  

Classroom observations and debriefing interviews validated the connections that the 

beginning teachers in this study drew on as it relates to writing instruction.  Drawing on 

the research of Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) and Mayhurst (1998) that examines 

the influence of language arts coursework on writing instruction, I assumed the role of 

researcher as I produced narrative accounts of novice teachers who described or 

experienced a shift in their understanding of teaching, writing, and how children learn, 

from their pre-service teacher-education classes into the classroom.   

 Education courses are designed to provide an opportunity for pre-service teachers 

to construct a research-supported set of beliefs and practices from which to base decision 

making in their future classrooms.  To understand the possible influence pre-service 

teacher education might have on writing instruction, Kennedy (1998) examined eight 

teacher-education programs to better understand the relation among the classroom 

teacher, pre-service education, and teacher learning.  Considerations included what pre-

service teachers need to learn about teaching writing as a school subject, what in-service 



 30 

teachers need to know about teaching writing, and the challenges for teacher educators of 

getting pre-service teachers to change their ideas about teaching writing.  Kennedy asks, 

“Is it possible for formal teacher education to promote a different approach to teaching 

writing?” (p. 14), considering that teachers enter the pre-service education with a well-

established, preconceived notion of what good writing instruction should look like, feel 

like, and accomplish.   

 Drawing on Lortie (1975), Kennedy argues that many teachers learned as 

students in school that writing instruction includes lessons and practice in grammar, 

punctuation, and word usage.  Unfamiliar to them is the idea that writing might include 

strategies for thinking and formulating ideas for the purpose of communicating, 

influencing, or entertaining others.  As these pre-service teachers move into the 

classroom and their role shifts from student to teacher, if they have not experienced 

purposeful writing themselves, they may not understand the challenges their students face 

as writers.  If these teachers did not have an opportunity to observe effective writing 

instruction as a part of their pre-service teacher education, they may not have observed 

how other teachers help students by talking with them about their writing and about being 

a writer.  They may not know how to engage students in writing, extend students’ 

thinking and writing, assess student learning, and respond to student needs.  When 

teachers face these difficulties, they are likely to revert to the traditional prescriptive 

aspects of writing, where they can feel successful correcting grammatical errors and keep 

students busy, thereby controlling the flow of activity in the classroom.  In Kennedy’s 

study, as in many others, Kennedy substantiates that the teachers’ deepest, most 

fundamental ideas about teaching were not learned from liberal arts courses, methods 
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courses, or from their experiences teaching; they were learned from experiences as 

elementary and secondary students.    

My study’s use of a combination of interviews, classroom observations, and 

debriefing interviews promised the opportunity to further confirm and go beyond 

Kennedy’s findings about the sources of a teacher’s fundamental understanding of how to 

teach writing, how children learn to write, and how the teacher’s education can make a 

difference.   

Grossman, Valencia, Evans, Thompson, Martin and Place (2000) followed 10 

beginning teachers teaching writing their first three years in the classroom.  Although 

these novice teachers were influenced by the content of pre-service education coursework 

The findings suggest that the school setting, their relationships with their professional 

colleagues, and the curriculum materials made available to them had more impact on 

their practice during the first year than the content of pre-service education coursework.  

The findings further suggest a danger of making claims about what teachers do and do 

not learn during teacher education based only on the data from the first year in the 

classroom.  The knowledge and tools developed during pre-service teacher education 

coursework was more evident during the teachers’ second year of teaching as they 

worked to improve their writing instruction. 

Building on the work of Grossman et al. (2000), this research follows a similar 

plan for data collection including a minimum of five interviews and five classroom 

observations.  It is designed to closely examine the strengths and struggles each of the 

participating first-year teachers reported to experience while teaching writing for the first 

time to include all sources of knowledge that influenced on their decisions about writing 
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instruction.  Determining what novice teachers know about teaching writing and how 

they arrived at what they know further informs teacher education as to what needs to be 

included in order to improve preparation for beginning writing teachers.  Further research 

on this question would include continuing to follow these three teachers through their 

second and third years of teaching as Grossman et al to determine how the perceptions of 

their strengths and their struggles changed with experience and to identify any changes in 

the sources of knowledge they report to draw from as they continue to grow as writing 

teachers.   

Obstacles for beginning teachers teaching writing.  Johnson (2001) examined the 

relationship between learning to write and learning to read in a five-month-long 

observation study of three beginning teachers implementing a writing workshop for the 

first time.  Johnson’s study documented how these teachers met the demands of first-year 

professionals while implementing innovative ideas in a school district that mandated 

traditional skills-based instruction.  The beginning teachers in this study found that 

talking was an essential part of learning to teach as well as learning to write.  All three 

participants reported that the opportunity to participate in reflective dialogue with peers 

about their classroom experiences was the most important variable in their willingness to 

try new ideas.  From the findings in this study, Johnson argues that the growth and 

development of beginning teachers is best supported in an environment where they are 

free to experiment, make mistakes, and engage in reflective dialogue with their 

colleagues.  Extending the work of Johnson who studied how teachers communicate with 

their colleagues, including teachers on their teams and mentor teachers, is also a 

consideration for these case studies of novice teachers.   
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In a year-long qualitative case study, Pardo (2006) examined the knowledge 

sources that three beginning elementary teachers reported as influencing their 

commitment to teach writing in an urban setting where they struggled with policy, 

classroom management, and their own commitment to learning to teach writing to their 

students.  All three teachers relied on trial and error to help improve their writing 

instruction.  Other knowledge sources included prior experiences, teacher education, 

professional development, and self-reflection.  Writing instruction was often influenced 

by school policies, students, the community, colleagues and support from other teachers 

in the building, and materials that the district or school provided.  Therefore, learning to 

teach writing was strongly shaped by how each teacher learned to manage the tensions 

among these influences.  Pardo reports that while each of the three teachers made 

progress toward becoming an effective writing teacher, each struggled with one or more 

aspects of the content of writing instruction and had more to learn about teaching writing 

effectively.  This analysis parallels the description of first-year teachers by Smagorinsky, 

Cook and Johnson (2003): “traveling a twisting path of learning to teach because they 

[beginning teachers] may hold only partial or pseudo-conceptual understandings of 

models and tools they are trying to implement” (p. 24).  Grossman et al. (2001) report 

similar findings in a study of beginning teachers who could not pay attention to much of 

what was happening in the classroom because of the pressure of high-stakes testing and 

the threatening presence of school policies and mandates. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to learn about teachers’ perceptions of writing 

instruction as revealed through interviews and classroom observations.  This study 
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contributes to the body of research that addresses beginning teachers teaching writing and 

examines what teachers understand about writing and writing instruction.  These three 

case studies extend the work of Norman and Spencer (2005) who studied the experiences 

of pre-service teachers and the beliefs they held about writing and the work of Pardo 

(2006) who documented the ways writing instruction is shaped by the context each 

teacher experiences.  
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CHAPTER III: 
METHODOLOGY 

 
 This chapter describes the methodology for a study of how beginning teachers 

implement writing instruction during their first year of teaching in the primary classroom.  

After a restatement of the research questions, the chapter has five main sections.  The 

first section presents the research questions and briefly describes the rationale and 

purposes for this research.  The second section outlines the design of the study, including 

the participant selection process, the role of the researcher, the procedures, and a time 

line.  The third section is a detailed description of the data-collection plan, including the 

initial interview protocol with each teacher participant, followed by descriptions of data 

collection through classroom visits and debriefing interviews.  After a discussion of the 

data-analysis procedures in the fourth section, I discuss the limitations of the study.  

Research Questions 

To present three cases of first-year primary teachers’ knowledge of teaching 

writing, I address the following research questions in this study:  

1)  What do beginning teachers report to be their perceived strengths and 

struggles in teaching writing prior to entering the classroom for their 

first year of teaching?   

2)  What is the relationship between the teacher’s account of her writing 

instruction and the observed writing instruction? 

3)  Which sources of knowledge (e.g., models, readings, coursework, 

mentors) do beginning teachers say they draw on as they teach writing 

during their first year? 
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Thick, data-driven answers to these questions can add to our knowledge of 

beginning-teacher preparation as it relates to the teaching of writing.  This study builds 

on the extant research on beginning-teacher preparation for writing instruction by 

selecting teachers who can inform about their experience while they are in the throes of 

teaching writing for the first time.  After observing volunteer participants, I asked 

questions during follow-up interviews that called for the participants to reflect on the 

writing instruction I observed.  With repeated classroom observations and interviews that 

included specific focus questions, I compiled and analyzed relevant evidence across the 

duration of the study.  

 My approach for answering these questions is rooted in the context of qualitative 

research in teacher education, case study research on first-year teachers, and descriptive 

research on writing instruction in the elementary classroom.  It draws from Erickson’s 

(1986) work on qualitative methods in research on teaching and Shulman’s (1986) 

theories of teaching that emphasize comprehension and reasoning, transformation and 

reflection.  It builds on Bullough’s (1989) first-year teacher case study research and 

Kennedy’s (1998) case study research on learning to teach writing.  It is informed by the 

descriptions of teaching writing by Donald Graves (1983), Lucy Calkins (1986, 1984), 

Nancie Atwell (1987), Carol Avery (2002), and Katie Wood Ray (2001).   

Rationale for Research Methodology 

For the design of this study—the research questions, the data collection and 

analysis, and the presentations of the findings—I relied on qualitative research methods.      

As Patton (1990) explains, qualitative research “is an effort to understand situations in 

their uniqueness as part of a particular context and the interactions there” (p.1).  This 
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study is an effort to understand the phenomena first-year teachers experience in the 

classroom while becoming writing teachers—the challenges they anticipate and the 

unexpected challenges they encounter.  Patton (1990) further explains that qualitative 

research is about understanding the nature of the setting: “what it means for participants 

to be in the setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on for them, what their 

meanings are, what the world looks like in that particular setting” (p. 1).  For this 

research, the context is teachers teaching writing during their first year of practice. 

Qualitative research provided the opportunity for me as the researcher to gain a deeper 

understanding of the selected participants in their own classrooms working with their 

own students and developing as teachers of writing.  It provided the opportunity for me to 

see what their lives were like in the classroom, what they thought about teaching writing, 

and how they were making meaning from their experience.  Sherman and Webb (1988) 

describe qualitative research as being concerned with how individuals construct their 

realities as they interact with their social worlds, as well as how they make sense of their 

experiences.  Qualitative research allowed me as the researcher to study each 

participant’s experiences and examine how that experience was informed by both their 

perceptions of writing instruction and the experiences that influenced their practice.  

Finally, Marshall and Rossman (1995) argue that if you want to understand a 

phenomenon, uncover the meaning of a situation for those involved, or delineate a 

process, then a qualitative design is the most appropriate for the research.  This study is 

an attempt to understand the beginning teachers experience as they teach writing during 

their first year of practice.  
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Within the qualitative model, I chose interpretive case study to frame and guide 

the study.  Merriam (2002) describes the case study as “an intensive description and 

analysis of a phenomenon or social unit” (p. 8).  This investigation includes “an intensive 

description” of each participant in the context of her classroom.  It also includes an 

analysis of the experience as it was described by the participant and observed by the 

researcher.  The case is a single entity or unit around which there are boundaries 

(Merriam, 2002; Smith, 1978), such as an individual or a group of individuals.  By 

concentrating on a single phenomenon or case, the researcher seeks to describe the 

phenomenon in depth and develop a deep understanding of the case that is selected.  By 

concentrating on each participant selected as an individual, my intent was to develop a 

deep understanding of the strengths, weaknesses, and struggles experienced during the 

first year teaching writing.  Researchers take a particular case and come to know it well, 

not primarily as to how it is different from others but to uncover “what it is, what it does” 

(Stake, p. 8).  Bromley (1986) writes that by definition, case study “gets as close to the 

subject of interest as they possibly can, partly by means of direct observation in natural 

settings, partly by their access to subjective factors (thoughts, feelings, and desires)” (p. 

23).  In this study, I came to know each participant well by getting as close as possible 

through personal interviews and direct observations.  Yin (1994) echoes this notion of 

intimacy when he defined case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p, 13).  This study examines 

what happens in a classroom when the “boundaries between phenomenon and context” 

(p.13) are clearly unknown.     
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Erickson (1986) argues that since the general lies in the particular, what we learn 

in a particular case can be transferred to similar situations.  It is the reader, not the 

researcher, who determines what can apply to his or her context.  Eisner (1991) suggests 

that colorful description in a case study can create an image: “a vivid portrait of 

excellence can become a prototype that can be used in the education of teachers or for the 

appraisal of teaching” (p.302).  Stake (2000) argues that much can be learned vicariously 

from a case through the researcher’s narrative description.  By producing three cases, it is 

my hope that the reader can vicariously transfer what is described and learned to similar 

classroom settings.  It is my hope that the descriptions in each case study will create 

images that can inform those in teacher education in ways that will help them better 

prepare students learning to teach writing.  It is my goal to contribute to the knowledge 

base that informs teacher education and teachers of writing.  

In selecting case study for this proposed study, I carefully considered Merriam’s 

(2002) perspective on the design:   

The process of conducting a case study begins with the selection of the “case.”  
The selection is done purposefully, not randomly; that is, a particular person, site, 
program, process community, or other bounded system is selected because it 
exhibits characteristics of interest to the researcher. . . . The selection depends 
upon what you want to learn and the significance that knowledge might have for 
extending theory or improving practice.  (p. 179) 
 

The qualities of case study methodology allowed for the depth of investigation that led to 

data-rich portraits of first-year teachers—their perceptions of their strengths, their 

anticipated struggles, their experiences as they teach writing, and the resources they 

select for support.  Through cross-case analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1984), the 
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similarities among and differences across the individual cases further support the findings 

of the study. 

Case Study Design 

Setting 

 All participants in this study were teachers in a large urban school district with 

over  46,000 students from kindergarten through fifth grade.  The school district has a 

diverse population with ethnicity, socio-economic level, and disability status varying 

throughout the district.  Among the 78 elementary schools, the average student 

population ratio is 12% African American, 26% White, and 58% Hispanic 

(http://austinisd.org/inside/factsfigures).  Information for each of the participating 

teacher’s schools is included in the case study report.   

Participants 

 The research questions in this dissertation study suggested that data be examined 

across multiple participants.  Constrained by practical limitations, I selected purposive 

sampling as defined by Patton (1990).   

Description of participants.  The design of this case study began with requests to 

principals for nomination of willing and interested participants.  Potential participants had 

to meet the criteria described as a first-year teacher assigned to teach in a self-contained 

second- or third-grade classroom.  The sampling was restricted to teachers in the district. 

Nomination and selection of participants.  The nomination and selection process for 

participants followed four steps. 

1) The first step began with an introductory e-mail to elementary school principals in 

the district.  The purpose of the initial e-mail contact was to determine whether a 

http://austinisd.org/inside/factsfigures�
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first-year second- or third-grade teacher was assigned to the campus for the 2008-

2009 school year and to establish the principal’s willingness to have the eligible 

teacher be invited for participation in the study.  In the e-mail, I briefly introduced 

myself and included a description of the study and an explanation of the time-

commitment expectations including interviews, scheduled classroom 

observations, and debriefing sessions for participating teachers.  To check for 

clarity of purpose an elementary school principal critiqued the e-mail draft.  Her 

suggestions and edits were incorporated into the following e-mail protocol. (See 

Appendix A: E-mail to Principals.)   

 One week after sending the initial e-mail, I received only one response, 

from a principal with a first-year third-grade teacher interested in participating.  

Because elementary principals receive so many e-mails, they perhaps are not 

inclined to respond to those from unknown senders.  I asked the principal who 

had critiqued the initial draft to intervene on my behalf.  She offered to personally 

contact principals by telephone to establish whether there was a new teacher on 

the campus.  If there was, she briefly explained the purpose of her call as a way to 

introduce the principal to me as a researcher.  Sitting in her office with the school 

directory, the principal called 17 schools before she found one with a first-year 

teacher in a second- or third-grade classroom.  After calling approximately 40 of 

the 78 elementary schools in the district, four schools with possible participants 

were identified.  Through my own networking, I was able to identify two 

additional schools, whose principals I then contacted. 
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After the principals in schools with possible participating teachers had 

been identified, I re-sent the introductory e-mail to confirm that the participant 

met the criteria and to verify that the principal was amenable to the teacher 

participating in this study.  I suggested that the principal discuss the opportunity 

for participation with the prospective teacher.  I also provided a letter of 

introduction with an explanation of the study for the principal to give to the 

nominated participant for consideration.  The letter included my contact 

information so that the potential participant could contact me directly in order to 

accept or decline participation in the study.  (See Appendix B: Letter to Potential 

Participants.) 

2) Within two weeks of the initial contact with the principals, the second step of the 

process began.  I received e-mails from each of the six participants and followed 

up with a phone call to introduce myself personally.   

In that conversation, I again described the time commitment, including the 

two initial interviews and the five scheduled classroom observations to be 

followed by debriefing sessions, in which we would discuss the writing 

instruction and the students’ writing.  During this initial conversation I also gave 

the potential participant an opportunity to ask any questions.  The conversation 

was also an opportunity for me to establish whether the participant was sincerely 

interested and willing to participate.   

3) The third step was to select the participants for the study.  In terms of the 

robustness of the sample pool, I had naively expected that I would have many 

more volunteer participants than I needed for the study and therefore would have 
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the luxury of selecting from the eligible participants based on maximum 

variability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of demographics such as gender, age, and 

ethnicity.  In reality, the small number of eligible and interested participants 

eradicated the elimination of any willing participants.  Although there were no 

male teachers, there was a natural variability across the six female participants in 

age and ethnicity.  The ages of the teachers ranged from 23 to 35.  Four of the 

teachers were Latina, one was African American, and one was Caucasian.   

Table 3.1 Teachers’ biographical information 

Name Ethnicity Age Teacher 
Preparation 

Student 
Teaching 
Placement 

First Year 
Teaching 

Assignment 
Alicia Latino 28 Alternative 

Certification 
None 3rd grade 

Beth White 23 Tier One 
Research 
University  

1st grade 3rd grade 

Janet African 
American 

32 Tier One 
Research 
University  

1st grade 2nd grade 

Karen Latino 27 Alternative 
Certification 

None 2nd grade 

Laura Latino 23 A multipurpose 
state university 

Kindergarten 2nd grade 

Mary Latino 36 Church 
affiliated 
college  

Kindergarten 3rd grade 

 

4) The final step in the selection process was to contact each of the six participants by 

phone call or e-mail to schedule the first interview.   

In summary, I identified six first-year primary teachers in the district—three who 

taught second grade and three who taught third grade.  All agreed to participate in this 

study of writing instruction.  Initially I selected six teachers with the expectation that five 



 44 

cases would comprise the final study and the additional teacher would serve as a backup 

case in the event of attrition.  The participants matriculated from different teacher-

preparation programs and were situated in different schools.  

Role of the Researcher 

As a graduate student at a large public university, I have had opportunity to teach 

and co-teach a Language Arts Methods course that focuses on writing instruction in the 

elementary classroom.  As a co-teacher, I was primarily responsible for providing 

feedback to online journal entries, preparing presentations on children’s authors and 

illustrators, and leading groups in discussions pertaining to the reading assignments.  As 

the teacher of record, I organized the class syllabus to include response to students’ 

writing, field trips to observe classes with writing workshops in place, and preparation for 

units of study that focused on children’s writing.  I have a master’s degree in early 

childhood education and many years of experience as an ESL (English as a Second 

Language) teacher in both a kindergarten classroom and a first-grade classroom.  I have 

helped many kindergarten and first-grade children whose native languages are not 

English improve their literacy by connecting to reading and writing instruction in the 

curriculum.     

I screened potential participants for the study to exclude teachers in schools where 

I was formerly a classroom teacher or those who were former students in classes I taught 

as a university instructor.  Within the study, I positioned myself as a person interested but 

not specifically experienced in second- or third-grade instruction, hoping to gain as much 

information as possible by asking the participants to explain what they were doing and 

why.  My role in this study was that of silent observer, watching the natural flow of 
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activities as each participant interacted with students to establish a classroom conducive 

to writing instruction.  In the interviews, I asked questions about what I had observed and 

probed the thinking of each participant in order to develop my understanding of the 

context.  I asked questions that informed me of the resources that the participant chose to 

implement in order to support instruction and to determine what made the information 

“knowledge” for the participant.  As a researcher, I attempted to be supportive yet 

noncommittal by listening without offering suggestions for instruction or management.   

My purpose was to observe how each participant constructed meaning and gained 

knowledge as she experienced teaching writing for the first time as a professional.  I 

observed these novice teachers to find out if and how their knowledge evolved and to 

document the phenomenon as it occurred.  

Because I believe that teacher education, coupled with experience, plays a role in 

how teachers grow professionally, I offered to talk to each participant about her teaching 

and answer specific questions once the research was concluded.  In addition, I offered the 

principals help with facilitating professional development that focused on writing. 

Procedures 

 To build six interpretive case studies (e.g., Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1995; Yin, 

1994) of the perceived strengths, struggles, and perceptions about teaching writing during 

the first year of practice, I followed the following procedures:   

 The identification process began with the letter to principals, asking them to 

nominate (or recommend) second- or third-grade teachers who were in their first year of 

teaching and were interested in participating in the study.  Once the six teachers were 

identified and agreed to participate, I scheduled an introductory interview designed to 
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establish a rapport and gather relevant information about the individuals (see Appendix 

C).  I scheduled a second interview (see Appendix D) that focused on the participants’ 

experiences as a student and their decision to become a teacher.  I asked each participant 

for permission to audio-record both interviews and their writing instruction so that I 

could transcribe the interviews and the content of the instruction.  

 After the two introductory interviews, I scheduled weekly classroom visits with 

each participant during writing instruction.  These observations were scheduled for 

approximately 45 minutes, but I continued to observe when the lesson extended past the 

scheduled time.  I arrived at least 10 minutes before each observation and asked the 

teacher if there was anything she wanted me to know or to specifically observe during the 

class.  Dyson and Genishi (2005) argue that one never simply observes a classroom, but 

rather “adopts a position that highlights certain elements of classroom life and lets other 

elements become the backdrop” (Dyson and Genishi, p.18).  I positioned myself in the 

classroom where I could observe the teacher, see the students respond to the instruction, 

and watch the students engage in writing.  During these observations, I recorded field 

notes that documented the behavior of the participating teacher during writing instruction 

and the activity of students.  In my field notes, I also described displays in the class that 

supported writing instruction, a physical description of the classroom (noting changes 

from visit to visit), and the words and actions of the teacher during both class instruction 

and when she addressed individual students.  I also recorded the talk between the teacher 

and students as precisely as possible (Merriam, 1988).  When appropriate, I discreetly 

walked around the classroom for a closer observation of students working on their 

writing.   
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 I asked for copies of any lesson plans, handouts, worksheets, assignments, rubrics, 

or any other paperwork the teacher used during the writing lesson.  In addition, I asked 

the teacher to bring students’ work from the observed writing class for discussion during 

our debriefing interview.  The names of the students were removed or covered to 

preserve their anonymity.  These samples were writing journals and individual papers.  I 

made copies of selected work samples that were discussed during the debriefing 

interview.  I used these additional resources with the participants during the debriefing 

interviews to triangulate my data.   

The follow-up debriefing conferences were scheduled for the same day and as 

soon as possible after the writing class observed writing instruction, either during the 

teacher’s conference time or at the end of the school day.  In addition to the general 

questions that guided the discussion during the debriefing conference, each debriefing 

conference also incorporated a focus question (e.g., “Tell me about the writing materials 

in your class.”) as modeled by Grossman in the interview protocols of her longitudinal 

study of three high school teachers implementing a writing workshop for the first time 

(Grossman, 1990).  Topics for the focus questions included availability of resources and 

materials; professional readings; mentors, coaches, or model teachers; professional 

development; and future plans for writing instruction (see Appendix E)  When possible, 

the debriefing interviews were recorded and transcribed on the same day as the 

observation and interview.  When there was sufficient time between the observation and 

the debriefing interview, I wrote expanded field notes in a reflective journal in order to 

better capture my impressions and questions about the writing lesson I had observed and 

to fill in any missing or unclear information.  If there was not time between the 



 48 

observation and the interview, I wrote the expanded field notes as soon as possible after 

completing the interview.  As described by Grossman (1990), I summarized the content 

and general theme of each observation and debriefing interview.  These summaries 

helped as I organized what became an overwhelming amount of data as the study 

progressed.  My aim was to include pertinent quotations and remarks made by the 

teacher, along with my reactions, questions, and hypotheses. 

 In summary, the procedures for data collection in this study were to initially 

interview the participants, observe scheduled writing classes weekly for a minimum of 

five weeks for each participant, and then to follow each classroom observation with a 

debriefing interview.  This resulted in a total of 12 interviews and approximately 30 

observations and debriefings over the course of the study.  (2 interviews and 5 

observations per teacher) 

Timeline  
 This study was conducted during the spring semester.  Working with the teachers 

in the second semester allowed for class routines to be established and for the teachers to 

know each student as a reader and a writer.  Participant selection began in mid-January 

and took approximately four weeks.  Initial interviews were conducted the first two 

weeks in March.  Classroom observations and debriefing interviews were scheduled over 

the following eight weeks ending the middle of May before school was dismissed for the 

summer.  The following table is an overview of the time line of the scheduled interviews 

and observations.   
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Figure 3.2 Data collection plan 

 

Data Sources 

The data sources for each teacher included transcriptions from the two 

preliminary interviews; field notes from the scheduled classroom observations of writing 

instruction; transcriptions from the classroom observations and from the debriefing 

interviews that followed the classroom observations; copies of teaching materials, 

photographs, or student work selected by the teacher or researcher during the debriefing 

interviews; and photographs from the classroom depicting the learning environment.   

Purpose of interviewing.  Kvale describes the interview in qualitative research as “a 

construction site of knowledge . . . an interchange of views between two persons 

conversing about a theme of mutual interest” (1996, p.2).  It is well established as a 

reliable method for collecting relevant data in case study research (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990).  Dexter (1970) defines interviews as 

“conversation[s] with a purpose” (p. 136), and Patton (1990) explains that the interviewer 

is seeking to find out what is “in and on someone’s mind” (p. 278).  The interviews prior 

Weeks 1–6 Participant selection Principals contacted  
  Participants selected 6 participants 
Weeks 7–8 Interviews #1 & #2 Two 45-minute 

interviews with each 
participant 

12 interviews 

Weeks 9–14 Classroom 
observations and 
follow-up debriefing 
interviews 

45-minute scheduled 
classroom observation 
during writing 
instruction followed 
by a debriefing 
interview every other 
week for 10 weeks 

30 observations 
and debriefing 
interviews 
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to the observations allowed me as the researcher “to enter a social setting and get to know 

the people involved in it in an intimate way” (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995).    

Person-to-person interviewing has proved to be an effective research method for 

tapping into what novice teachers think and know about their teaching.  Tabachnick and 

Zeichner (1984) interviewed 13 pre-service teachers five times and observed their 

teaching three times to determine the purposes, goals, and conceptions of students and the 

curriculum of teachers during their final semester of student teaching.  Huber and Mandl 

(1984) also reported that when teachers are interviewed following a classroom 

observation and asked to discuss their teaching, the teachers often reveal a subjective 

meaning for their actions rather than the actual objective reasons for their actions during 

the teaching.  Butt (1984) argued that simply observing in the classroom is not sufficient.  

To fully understand the phenomenon in the classroom, one needs to understand the 

relationship among the events that came before the observed lesson as well as the events 

that follow, and the implications for other events that may happen in the future.  The 

interview process allows the researcher to have access to the teacher’s thoughts and 

actions as well as any unstated or unexamined aspects of the teacher’s practice 

Sparks-Langer, Simmons, Pasch, Colton, and Starko (1990) interviewed 24 pre-

service teachers during their student-teaching semester and asked each to identify a 

successful teaching experience, their reasons for seeing it as successful, and an 

explanation of why they considered the event to be successful.  At a later time, the same 

pre-service teachers were interviewed a second time about a less successful teaching 

experience.  In the second interviews, the participants were able to draw from theoretical 
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principles that had been presented during their coursework and class discussions in order 

to describe their practice and explain events during their teaching.   

In a longitudinal study, Grossman, Valencia, Evans, Thompson, Martin, and Place 

(2000) used initial interviews and interviews following classroom teaching observations 

of 10 beginning teachers from their last year of pre-service education through their first 

two years of full-time teaching.  This research study was strengthened by the work of 

Grossman and her colleagues, as it relies on the novice teacher as the informant through 

the interview process and questions the importance of pre-service teacher education for 

preparing teachers to become teachers of writing.  Interviews were particularly important 

in this study because I was attempting to identify and understand the preconceptions and 

changes in thinking first-year teachers experience as they teach writing.  The methods 

described in Grossman et al’s studies informed me as I designed a research study of 

novice teachers during their first year in the classroom.  The importance of observing and 

interviewing participants actively engaged in the act of teaching children to write 

supported my effort to build rich, informative case.  

Merriam (1998) maintains, “We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. 

We cannot observe behaviors that took place at some previous point in time.  The 

purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspective” 

(p. 196).   

Developing the interview instruments. As I designed the protocol for each of the 

interviews, I made a conscious decision to avoid the contemporary language of writing 

instruction.  For example, I purposefully did not bring the terms writer’s workshop, 

conferences, mini-lessons, writer’s notebooks, journals, editing, publishing, drafts, self-
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selected topics, or author’s chair into the conversation.  These particular lexicon of 

contemporary writing instruction may have been in place and described by the participant 

teacher, or an instructional strategy might have been in place and been represented by a 

different label.  It was by design that the interview protocol did not make any 

assumptions about how participant’s labeled their understandings about teaching writing.  

Specific instructional terminology was also excluded in order to avoid giving the 

perception that I valued certain elements in writing instruction.  For example, if I asked a 

question about the innovation of writer’s workshop and the teacher had not referred to a 

writer’s workshop, there was the possibility that the participating teacher would feel that 

a writer’s workshop was an expectation for effective writing instruction.   

A second reason to initially avoid instructional terminology was the possibility 

that the practice or principle was in place but existed independently from the novice 

teacher’s knowledge of the jargon.  However, once a teacher used an instructional term 

during an interview, I then probed with questions to glean a better understanding of what 

the teacher meant as she used the term.  For example, if the teacher referred to conferring 

with students about their writing, I would follow-up with questions, such as “Can you tell 

me about your conferences?  How do you decide who needs a conference?  What kinds of 

ideas do you discuss in the conference?  How often do you confer with the students?  Do 

you have any teaching tips for other teachers who might want to know about conferring 

with students?”  The decisions about the interview protocol were designed to ensure that 

the teacher’s responses were not influenced by what could be suggested or revealed in a 

question, but rather on what the participant herself knew and understood about writing 

instruction.   
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Effects of interviewing participants.  Research suggests that reflecting on and then 

articulating about one’s practice has benefits for the novice teacher as well as for the 

researcher (Cox et al., 1998; Connelly and Clandanin, 1990; Elbaz, 1981; Schon, 1983). 

In The Reflective Practitioner, Schon (1983) suggests that to improve practice, teachers 

need a critical reflection of the meaning of their actions in the context of their classroom.  

As an example from research, Elbza (1981), wanting to understand a teacher’s knowledge 

from her own point of views, interviewed Sarah, the teacher participant, in order to 

elaborate on the experiences that had significantly influenced her thinking and actions as 

a high school English teacher.  In the process, Elbaz reported that Sarah was able to 

develop her own thinking by talking about it, “giving form to [her] knowledge” (p. 170). 

In this study, I asked participants in the debriefing interviews to reflect on their teaching 

and to reveal their understanding of their teaching, of student learning, and their sources 

for knowing.  It was essential to consider the ways that the participants developed their 

own knowledge and understanding of writing instruction through our interview 

discussions as they reflected on the meaning of their actions in the context of their own 

classrooms 

First-interview protocol.  The purpose of the first interview was to establish a personal 

rapport with each participant during our first meeting.  I gathered basic information with 

10 simple questions about the participant’s life experiences and demographics.  I asked 

each question in a conversational tone in order to establish a nonthreatening atmosphere.  

The exact wording and sequence of the questions covered the class, the school, student-

teaching experiences, college experiences, and personal school experiences, allowing the 

participant’s responses to guide the interview (Weiss, 1994).  The tone of the interview 
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was intended to foster a feeling of ease for the participant, with the participant becoming 

increasingly comfortable with me as the researcher.  I asked participants were asked to 

project what they hoped their students would know about writing at the end of the school 

year.  And, finally, at the conclusion of the research, the participants were given the 

opportunity to ask me questions on topics such as teaching, writing instruction, and 

behavior management (see Appendix C: Introductory Interview #1). 

Second-interview protocol.  With the second interview, the focus shifted to the 

participant’s perceptions about herself as a teacher and perceptions about how children 

learn to read and write.  The interview also provided the participant the opportunity to 

express personal opinions about good teaching and beliefs about how children learn best 

(see Appendix D: Introductory Interview #2). 

Classroom observations field notes.  After the second interview, I scheduled classroom 

observations of writing instruction with each participant.  During the observations, I took 

ethnographic field notes.  As the researcher, I recorded “in regular, systematic ways what 

[I] observe[d] and learn[ed] while participating in the daily rounds of life of others” 

(Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, 1995).  Over the course of the study, I created a cumulative 

written record of these observations and experiences.  Field notes from the observations 

focused on what the teacher said as she talked with the students about writing, the 

materials that were used to motivate students to write, any direct instruction or mini-

lessons that were a part of the writing instruction, and the structure the teacher imposed 

on the writing instruction.  Because I was interested in the teacher’s knowledge of writing 

instruction, I did not focus on classroom-management issues unless they directly related 
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to writing instruction.  These observations were expanded into reflective field notes as 

soon as possible after the observation.   

Debriefing interviews.  Each classroom observation was followed by a 30- to 45-minute 

debriefing interview to discuss and record the participant’s perceptions of the instruction 

(e.g., descriptions of the lesson, perceptions about the success of the lesson, frustrations 

during instruction) and the resources the participant used.  In addition to the debriefing 

questions, I asked one focusing question about writing instruction as a way to gain further 

insight into the teacher’s knowledge and perceptions about writing.  The teacher was 

asked to bring the students’ writing from the lesson, with the student names covered, in 

order to enhance the conversation with respect to expectations and progress from the 

participant’s perspective.  (see Appendix E: Classroom Observation Debriefing 

Interview).  

 Each debriefing interview also included one focus question.  These questions 

were designed to allow for deeper insight through conversation and discussion and to 

address the research questions for this study.  The first question provided insight as to 

how the novice teacher prepared to teach writing and how the teacher assembled the 

materials for effective instruction.  The second, third, and fourth questions explored the 

beginning teacher’s sources of knowledge and how she came to recognize and depend on 

different support systems.  The final question built on the notion that teaching itself was 

one of the most valuable ways of knowing, and it addressed how each participant 

reflected on the experiences of the first year—what was learned, what were the strengths, 

what were the struggles, what will be different next year (see Appendix F:     

Focus Questions of Debriefing Interviews). 
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Additionally, the data were supplemented by summative notes I recorded in a 

reflective journal at the conclusion of each interview.  These reflective notes were made 

as soon as possible after the observation and interview and before the next scheduled 

interview with a different participant.   

 Transcriptions from audio files.  With the participants’ permission, I audio-recorded 

the two introductory interviews, the observed lessons, and the debriefing interviews that 

followed the teaching.  The lessons varied from large-group writing instruction to writing 

conferences with individual students.  Each file was indexed by the name of the teacher 

and the date of the interview or observation and then was transcribed to become part of 

the dataset. 

Artifacts.  During the classroom observations, I collected various artifacts from each 

participant’s classroom.  These artifacts were the teaching materials the participants used 

during writing instruction and included copies of lesson plans, handouts, worksheets, 

assignments, rubrics, or any other paperwork the teacher used during the writing lesson.  

I created a file of the artifacts and made note of the date and topic from the lesson. 

Photographs.  Using a digital camera, I took photographs in the classroom of large 

posters, charts, bulletin boards, and teaching materials that could not be photocopied or 

removed.  I also took photographs of selected student work samples.  I created a file of 

these photographs categorized by teacher and the date the photograph was taken, which 

also became part of the data set.  

Interpretive memos. At the end of each week, I reviewed the observations/debriefings 

for that week and wrote interpretive memos (Miles and Huberman, 1984), reflecting on 

decisions the teachers were making, the episodes I observed, the questions I wanted to 
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pose in subsequent debriefing interviews, and the categories I saw beginning to develop 

in my analysis of the data.  These weekly reflective notes served to preserve the data and 

helped as I began to analyze the data from each of the interviews.  

Data packets.  Once all the data were collected, transcribed, and indexed, I created data 

packets (Rogers & Mosley, 2006) for each participant.  The data packets were organized 

chronologically and included expanded field notes, transcriptions from the classroom 

observations, transcriptions of the interviews, artifacts of teaching materials, photographs 

of student work and classroom displays, and summaries of the observed teaching.  The 

data packets allowed me to make connections across sources in order to generate themes 

for analysis and triangulate my findings and conclusions.   

Selection of participants for case studies.  Once data packets were assembled for each 

of the six participants, I began to consider which data would allow for an in-depth 

investigation that would lead to data-rich portraits of first-year teachers—their perception 

of teaching writing, the influences on their practice,  and the resources they selected for 

support.  The six teacher participants included three third-grade teachers and three 

second-grade teachers.  As I began to evaluate the data, I came to the conclusion that the 

richest data-driven portraits would come from the three second-grade teachers.  Although 

they were teaching in schools with very similar demographics, their personal stories, 

teacher training, and perceptions of writing instruction were well-documented in my data.   

Dyson (2003) and Manning (2000) documented that while finding time for 

writing instruction is possible for experienced teachers, writing instruction is often 

neglected by beginning teachers.  Considering the participants I had interviewed and 

observed over my 10-week study, the second-grade teachers seemed to consistently 



 58 

incorporate writing into the schedule.  The three third-grade teachers had spent less time 

on writing prior to the study, and observations of writing instruction during the study 

were limited.  Each of the third-grade teachers revealed to me that they had not started 

any writing instruction until the second semester and that it was difficult to find time for 

writing instruction because of the time spent preparing the students for the TAKS (Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) tests administered at the end of March.  They also 

indicated that they were interested in participating in the study because they thought it 

would help them become more motivated to teach writing.  In one third-grade classroom, 

I observed students working on the same persuasive writing project every week across 

the six weeks I observed.  Another of the third-grade teachers used the instructional time 

designated for writing for the students to “check” the writing benchmark they had 

completed three months prior.  In the third classroom, the third graders played computer 

games with a partner or read independently while the teacher conferred with individual 

students.  These examples from the third-grade classrooms guided my decision to analyze 

the data from the three second-grade classrooms to build cases that would address the 

questions posed in this research 

 In the spring of 2010, all three second-grade teachers participated in a post-study 

interview that addressed the changes they had experienced in their practice as they taught 

writing during their second year in the classroom.  And as suggested in the longitudinal 

study by Grossman et al. (2000), the tools and sources of knowledge they had developed 

during their teacher education were even more evident during the teachers’ second year 

in the classroom teaching writing.   
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Data Analysis   

 The three major components for analysis include: (1) the data from the  

transcribed interviews where the participant teachers were responding to interview 

questions and recounting actual events and actions as they remembered them; (2) the 

researcher’s observations as recorded in the field notes and the reflective journal where 

the researcher recorded interpretations of the interview; and (3) a cross-analysis of the 

various data sources.   

  Stake (1995,p. 71) says “there is no particular moment when data analysis 

begins.”  In my study, analysis began with the first impressions of the participants during 

their initial interviews, and it continued as I transcribed and summarized each interview 

and observation, which resulted in the final compilation of data.  Summaries for each 

transcription, as modeled by Grossman (1990), served as points of reference as the 

accumulation of data increased across the study.    

 Researchers reach new meanings about cases though direct interpretation of the 

individual instances in the data and through aggregation of instances until something can 

be said about them as a class (Stake, 1995).  To interpret the individual instances in the 

data, the second stage of data analysis consisted of a careful coding of the interview 

transcriptions and the field notes from each classroom observation.  Finally, a cross-case 

analysis considering the collective data from each participant examined similarities, 

commonalities, and salient themes as well as differences and tensions that connect to 

each first-year teacher’s strengths and struggles.   

The most common method qualitative researchers use for analyzing interview 

data is drawn from grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).  This process includes 
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closely examining the original data, making meaning from it, and rearranging it 

according to an interpretive frame in order to form core categories.  Following this 

process, I divided the data from the first and second interview transcripts, the original 

data from the observation field notes, and the data from the debriefing interview 

transcripts into message units (Green & Wallat, 1981).        

Open coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) was the first analytic process, by which each 

message unit was assigned a code (or multiple codes) that represented some meaning that 

I was able to draw from the unit.  This process required careful examination of the 

interview transcripts and my reflective interpretation of the data in order to support the 

identification of categories that included teacher knowledge and the potential sources of 

teacher knowledge.  The observation field notes and the transcribed debriefing interviews 

were analyzed with open coding in order to break down the data into units of meaning 

through which additional concepts were identified.  I wrote code notes in the margins as 

they emerged during the analysis.  Grouping similar units according to a defined property 

and giving those units a category name that stood for a common link allowed for the data 

to be reduced from large amounts to more manageable pieces and inspect for patterns.  

As patterns in the data became evident, the beginning structure for building theory began 

to emerge.  

Axial coding (Miles and Huberman, 1984), the process of grouping units into larger 

categories, allowed the categories established by open coding to be linked by theme. 

Axial coding, also referred to as cross-case analysis (Compare with section on page 31 ), 

confirms the interactive nature of qualitative data analysis.  Data that may have seemed 

unimportant or trivial during the initial open-coding stages of data collection became 
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more consequential as the analysis progressed.  Axial codes for the sources of teacher 

knowledge included the following:  apprenticeship of observation, teacher-education 

coursework, teacher-education fieldwork, in-service education, other teachers, and other 

experiences.  As I read and coded the data from each participant’s responses, the 

classroom observation field notes, and my reflective journal, I was looking across data 

sets for common themes as well as uniqueness of responses.  I continued to record code 

notes in the margins.   

Selective coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) is the process of integrating and refining the 

theory.  The data—the identified categories and subcategories—were used to inform me 

as I prepared for the debriefing interviews that followed each classroom observation.  As 

the researcher, selective coding was the process that allowed me to structure follow-up 

questions on aspects of the data in a way that was specific to each participant as an 

individual.  The intent of the introductory interviews was to guide the teachers in a 

conversation as they shared their backgrounds, stances, readiness, anxieties, eagerness, 

and areas of perceived strengths and struggles.  Once these data had gone through 

systematic analysis, the information was linked together to build cases.   

For the qualitative researcher, analysis is an ongoing effort to make sense of data.  

This continuous process allowed me to begin with the smallest units of meaning and 

build deep understanding of each participant’s strengths, awareness, positions, 

perceptions, and questions across the duration of the study.  The rationale for case study 

methodology was to provide a comprehensive portrait of each teacher with as much 

relevant data as possible and to interpret the case with reference to the research questions 

of this study.  By including many of the teachers’ own words in these case studies, I am 
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able to offer the reader the opportunity to make alternative interpretations based on the 

actual data.  Integration occurred over time, beginning with open coding the initial 

interviews and continuing through the process of axial coding all interviews, observation 

field notes, debriefing interviews, and reflective notes, and did not end until the final 

writing of each case study.  Data for each participant were analyzed on an individual 

basis, looking for common patterns of behavior and formulating into words each 

participant’s individual story.  The goal from the careful analysis of the data collected 

was to develop “information rich” cases from which the reader could “learn a great deal 

about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 1990, p. 169).   

Case studies “use prose and literary techniques to describe, elicit images, and 

analyze situations” and “present documentation of events, quotes, samples and artifacts” 

(Wilson, 1979, p. 448).  Ongoing inductive analysis allowed the data to shape the 

analysis rather than an analysis that relied on an established framework.  In an effort to 

remain true to the intent of case study research—to provide an in-depth portrait of each 

teacher with as much salient data as possible and to interpret the case with reference to 

the research questions of this study—after each interview transcript was coded, I 

summarized the content and general themes of each interview into a standard format 

(Grossman, 1990).  The summaries included relevant quotations and significant 

comments of the participating teachers along with my tentative reactions and hypotheses 

recorded in a reflective journal as suggested by Glesnes (1999).   

Cross-case analysis was the third level of data analysis.  After completing an analysis of 

each participant individually, I examined the data across the three studies looking for 

frequencies within each case that supported common patterns and themes.  I also 
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examined the data looking for differences that created tensions between the cases.  It was 

from both the commonalities and the differences that I drew implications from this study 

that led to the formulation of suggestions for future research and implications for teacher 

education.     

Research Perspectives and Limitations 

 In this study, I gathered information with the intent of analyzing, interpreting, and 

theorizing about the phenomenon in an attempt to answer a question based on my 

interpretation of the data (Merriam, 1998).  One inherent limitation was that I was a 

single, non-neutral researcher acting as the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis.  Because of my personal experience in the classroom as a writing teacher, I 

brought assumptions and experience to the research that could be viewed both negatively 

and positively.  From a negative perspective, qualitative research is consistently criticized 

because of the risk of researcher bias in all designs (Yin, 1994).  I was aware of the 

possible effects of bias, and the integrity of the research depended on my adherence to 

systematic and careful data collection and thoughtful analysis procedures (Merriam, 

1998).  It was impossible for me as the researcher to be completely neutral because of the 

ideas I hold about writing instruction and teachers.  Therefore, my experience as a 

classroom teacher and as a university instructor influenced all aspects of this study 

(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993).   

 A second limitation was the potential for oversights or over-interpretation of 

analysis.  However, Stake argues that these characteristics of the researcher should not be 

“seen as a failing needing to be eliminated but as an essential element of understanding” 

(1995, p. 45).  The ability to “deliberate inside the scene of action” (Erickson, 1986, p. 
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157) and to step into the phenomenon as intimately as possible is important in a study 

like this one.  It is my years of experience as a classroom teacher, coupled with my 

interest in teacher education, that underscored my commitment to the significance of this 

study and allowed me to “deliberate inside the scene of the action” and therefore can be 

regarded as a strength of the integrity of the research.  From my own experience, I knew 

what I was seeing, what I observed, and what to ask these novice teachers as I positioned 

myself as a silent observer in each of these classrooms. 

A third limitation of the study is the uncertainty of generalization from case study 

research.  Generalizations are always underdetermined, and therefore there is always 

more than one way to account for any set of data, rendering generalizations applied to an 

individual case problematic.  This is especially true of a study with a small purposive 

sample that did not represent a broad sampling of those who come to teach writing in a 

primary classroom for the first time.  Having never having taught writing to second 

graders and taking into account the length of time it had been since I was a first-year 

teacher, I could only begin to understand this phenomenon deeply while observing in the 

classroom and listening to the participants during the interviews, considering each 

participant’s response and reflecting on each participant’s thinking, and finally, probing 

with my own questions for a deeper understanding of each one’s perceptions (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1998).  As a researcher, my interpretations, conclusions, and generalizations 

about each particular case were influenced by my own classroom experience and the 

background knowledge that came from that experience.     
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CHAPTER IV: 
CASE STUDIES 

  

  In this chapter, I use transcripts from interviews and classroom observations to 

tell the stories of three beginning teachers—Laura, Karen, and Janet—and describe the 

experiences they reported and the challenges they faced as novice teachers in second- 

grade classrooms teaching writing.  Each case study is an effort to reveal the sources of 

knowledge the teachers reported drawing from, including their content knowledge, their 

theoretical understandings of student learning, their view of students as writers, and their 

roles as teachers of writing.  Prior to classroom observations, I conducted interviews with 

each teacher.  We discussed their early memories of literacy, their pre-service teacher 

education, and their pre-service teaching so I could understand how these elements 

contributed to their knowledge and development as writing teachers in second-grade 

classrooms.  In addition to the initial interviews, I observed each of their classrooms a 

minimum of five times during writing instruction.  Each observation was followed with a 

debriefing interview with the teacher.  In the debriefing interviews, the teachers 

interpreted the observed features of the instruction, shared their thinking about students’ 

writing, and revealed the sources of knowledge from which they drew to plan and teach 

the lesson.  The observations provided an opportunity for me to observe the relationship 

between the teachers’ accounts of writing instruction and what was observed.  Finally, I 

was able to interview each of these teachers during the spring of their second year of 

teaching to discover whether they had modified their writing instruction in any way.    

 Each case includes three parts.  The first section, “Becoming a Teacher,” 

describes the teachers’ paths into education and each teacher’s memories of learning to 

read and write.  It also includes a discussion of the influences each revealed as shaping 

the writing instruction in their classrooms as a first year teacher.  The second section, 

“The Learning Environment,” begins with a description of the evidence of student 

writing and literacy instruction observed in each classroom.  This section also includes a 

description of the physical arrangement and visuals that the teachers developed, 

displayed, and used for instruction that suggest and support writing instruction.  The third 

section, “Writing Instruction” focuses on the organization of writing instruction in each 
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classroom and includes instructional sequences from transcripts of their writing 

instruction.  This section also addresses the assumptions these teachers held about writing 

instruction and the expectations each one held for second grade students as writers.  The 

examples taken from writing instruction supported my understanding of each teacher’s 

perceptions of success and about how young students learned to become writers in their 

classroom.  

The following table provides an overview of the findings from my observations 

and interviews from each of these three teachers.  It serves to highlight the answers to the 

three research questions that guided my study and are discussed in each of the following 

case studies.  

Table 4.1 Overview of finding from research questions 

 Laura Karen Janet 
1) What do 
beginning 
teachers report 
to be their 
perceived 
strengths and 
struggles in 
teaching writing 
prior to entering 
the classroom for 
their first year of 
teaching? 

Laura perceived 
herself to be a 
strong writing 
teacher citing her 
own positive 
experiences as a 
writer and her 
understanding of 
the writing process.  
Laura reported 
struggling with 
motivation, time 
management, and 
behavior 
management. 

Karen was a writer 
and considered her 
understanding of 
the writing process 
to be her strength 
as a writing 
teacher. Karen 
reported struggling 
with motivation 
and behavior 
management 
because of “not 
knowing what to 
expect of second 
graders as writers.”  

Janet considered 
herself to be a 
strong writing 
teacher because of 
her understanding 
of what she referred 
to as the “basics.”  
She believed that 
her struggles 
teaching writing 
were caused by 
“how low the 
students were when 
the school year 
began.” 

2) What was the 
relationship 
between the 
teacher’s account 
of writing 
instruction and 
the writing 
instruction I 
observed? 
 

Laura described 
writing instruction 
as taking her 
students through 
the steps of a 
writing process. 
The observed 
writing instruction 
was characterized 
by Laura editing 
and revising the 
student’s writing on 

 Karen led the 
students through a 
linear progression 
of steps in a writing 
process over the 
course of a week.  
Each day, a 
different step in the 
process was 
discussed and then 
implemented. This 
observation 

Janet’s account of 
writing instruction 
included guiding 
the students 
through the steps of 
a linear process.  
The writing 
instruction 
observed in Janet’s 
classroom focused 
primarily on pre-
writing activities. 
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an assigned topic 
and then recopying 
the teacher’s edits 
into a ‘published’ 
piece.    

matched Karen’s 
description of 
writing instruction 
in her class. 

3) What sources 
of knowledge did 
beginning 
teachers say they 
draw on as 
resources as they 
teach taught 
writing during 
their first year? 

Laura’s team 
members including 
her mentor teacher 
were her primary 
resources for 
writing instruction.  
She also reported 
regularly 
consulting with her 
mother, a first 
grade teacher on a 
different campus. 

Karen’s sources for 
writing instruction 
were her mentor 
teacher, and a 
colleague, also a 
first-year teacher 
who had completed 
a teacher-education 
program.   

Janet primarily 
drew from her own 
memories of 
learning to write as 
a student. She also 
mentioned her pre-
service methods 
courses as a 
resource.  

 

 
LAURA 

 
   Laura was enthusiastic about participating in this study because she enjoyed 

teaching writing and considered herself to be a good writing teacher even though she 

recognized that she struggled with motivation and management.  She was hoping to find 

solutions for the problems she was having teaching writing.  The observations of writing 

instruction in Laura’s classroom highlight the disconnect between what she perceived and 

reported to be effective writing instruction and what was observed.  Laura’s interviews 

reinforce the findings of Johnson (2001) as she describes the opportunity to talk with her 

colleagues during weekly team planning meetings as a source of knowledge for teaching 

writing.  Laura’s experience aligns with the work of Pardo (2006) who documented the 

ways new teachers draw on a variety of knowledge sources—primarily mentors and team 

members.  
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Becoming a Teacher 
 

Laura was a 23-year-old Latino woman who graduated in May, 2008 from the 

teacher education program at state university.  She was hired for a full-time teaching 

position in October, eight weeks into the semester when a new class was created to 

alleviate overcrowding.  Laura shared with me that she had considered medical school 

when she entered college as a freshman.  When biology “didn’t work so well” (3-30-09, 

p. 1), she thought about nutrition.  But “not being a very nutritious-conscious person,” 

she realized that that was not her passion, either.  Initially, she didn’t want to study 

education because her mother was a teacher.  Her feelings about teaching changed when 

she volunteered in her mother’s classroom between semesters of her sophomore year.  As 

she read with the students and helped with art projects and class parties, she thought, 

“Why not go into teaching?”  So even with the “fair warnings” and advice from her 

mother, Laura decided to change her major from nutrition to education when she returned 

to classes that spring.  She believed that she made the right decision because she liked the 

classes and the projects.  “I really got into the arts and crafts part of it and making things 

cute and fun.” 

First teaching assignment. Laura began her first professional year as a substitute 

teacher, primarily in the school where she did her student teaching.  In addition to regular 

education classes, Laura substituted in several special-education classes.  She found the 

experience of substituting helpful because it gave her the opportunity to see a variety of 

different classes, including some of the intermediate grades, which she had not observed 

during her teacher education experience.   
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The ethnic distribution of Laura’s first class was 91% Latino, 8% African 

American, and 0.5% white.  Of the 384 students on the campus, 97% were economically 

disadvantaged and 54% were classified as students with Limited English Proficiency 

(LEP) (Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), 2008-2009).  The average class 

size for second grade on the campus was 12 students.  Although Laura had an ESL 

(English as a Second Language) endorsement, the students the principal placed in her 

class were English-only speaking students because she was a first-year teacher.  

Laura’s school was one of nine schools in the district that received a federal grant 

to implement the Reading First curriculum, with the goal of having all children reading at 

or above grade level by third grade.  The Reading First program provided training and 

technical assistance to teachers to help them implement “scientifically-based reading 

research” along with particular instructional and testing tools such that all the children 

will learn to read on grade level.  

Influences that shaped instruction. Laura described her pre-service methods courses as 

“more reading focused.”  She recalled “touching on writing instruction briefly in one 

course” with a professor who shared his own experience teaching writing.  Laura 

remembered a professor telling the future teachers in the class that when he gave his own 

students the opportunity to free-write, the students “were very creative and wrote better, 

more interesting stories that when he gave them a prompt.”  A student selecting his or her 

own topics for writing was an idea that Laura came to question as she implemented 

writing instruction with her second graders.   

   While in her pre-service training program, Laura had several opportunities for 

classroom experiences.  Her first and favorite assignment was in a pre-kindergarten class.  
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Eager to learn about the “beginning of the year” experience, on her own initiative Laura 

reported two weeks early to observe and assist the cooperating teacher.  

Laura’s second pre-service experience was in a first-grade classroom, which she 

described as “more like a second observation than student teaching.”  She was in the 

classroom half a day, two times a week.  Although she observed the teacher 

implementing literature circles with some of her ‘higher groups” and a lot of centers 

interactions, Laura reported that she was required only to teach one lesson the entire 

semester.  She did not consider this a “full-on experience” because of the time she spent 

out of the classroom making copies and doing other tasks that did not involve interaction 

with the students.   

Laura joined a four-member team of second-grade teachers.  One of the teachers 

had three years of experience; Laura and the third teacher were both first-year teachers.  

Feeling a strong alliance with her grade-level team, Laura was very enthusiastic about her 

relationship with her team members.  She describes the support and professional 

camaraderie she experienced as they met weekly to plan: 

We really try to help each other out because we have two first-year teachers on 
our second-grade team.  One has three years [of experience], and our team leader 
has eight [years of experience].  So we’re all trying to stay above water (03-30-09, 
p. 2). 
 

  Laura also held a positive view of the relationship she had with her mentor, 

stating that she had “worked closely with her all year” (3-3-09, p. 5) and described her 

mentor as “very good at “helping [her] with things [she] need[ed] to know about the 

school”.  Still, Laura admitted that the mentor relationship was not what she had 

expected:   
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I guess what I expected a mentor to be was someone who you could meet with 
once week just one-on-one saying “What’s working?  What’s not working?  What 
do you need help with?”  But, it’s not anything like that at all (5-6-09, p. 12.) 
 

Laura also expressed her frustration that while she had observed her mentor 

teaching reading one day, she had not observed writing instruction at any grade level: 

It would have been nice to have been able to just go observe her a whole day in 
second grade.  I know I work closely with her [mentor teacher], but still, when 
you haven’t done it before, it’s very hard.  You don’t know what you’re doing, 
and you don’t know if you’re doing it right (04-17-09, p. 6). 
 

In addition to her team members and her assigned mentor, Laura regarded her 

mother as a mentor.  Laura’s mother had been a classroom teacher for over 20 years and 

was teaching first grade on a different campus at the time of the study.  When Laura 

started teaching, she was living at home and “asking questions every night over dinner.”  

Laura thought her mother was especially helpful because of the large quantity of 

consumable materials she had saved over the years and shared with Laura.  She had also 

provided Laura with many of the teaching materials Laura displayed in her classroom.   

In the spring of her first year Laura moved across town to her own apartment.  She 

reported that she continued to go home on the weekends to “pick her mother’s brain and 

go through her files.”   

She’s got tons.  Over the years, it just stacks up.  Over the Christmas holidays, she 
brought me huge folders of all this stuff she had cleaned out and had all these 
extra copies.  For me, she’s been a huge help ‘cause I go in her classroom and I 
dig around. There are days when I think “I don’t have anything for this,” and I 
know she has to have something in her files.  So I usually end up calling her and 
whatever it is, she usually has something on it.  (3-30-09, p. 2) 
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In Laura’s team meetings, the four teachers on the second-grade team planned the 

curriculum for all subject areas for the week.  In planning for writing instruction, Laura 

often brought ideas and worksheets from her mother to share with the team.  Meeting 

with her team seemed to give Laura confidence about the curriculum and activities she 

planned for her class.  She felt as though she could deviate slightly from the team plans, 

but understood that the intent for planning together was to implement the same 

assessment for all the students each week.  I observed that the writing projects in Laura’s 

classroom were also implemented in the other second-grade classrooms, with variations 

made by each teacher to accommodate student needs and individual teaching style.  For 

example, all the second-grade classes were writing autobiographies at the end of the 

school year, but Laura decided to include the example of the autobiography she wrote as 

a third grader and have her students follow the same five-chapter format.  

As theorized by Lortie (1975), Laura’s own memories of learning to write as a 

child in school had the strongest influence on Laura as she began her professional career 

as a second-grade teacher.  Laura also remembered drawing a picture in her writing 

journal and then telling the teacher about her picture who would then wrote down what 

Laura told her she was thinking about or doing in the picture.  She remembered “taking 

off” with writing when she was in first grade and her mother made “little blank books 

with contact paper covers” to fill with her own stories.  In her second-grade classroom, 

Laura prepared similar blank books for her students.  She believed that her students were 

more motivated to write “if you let them decorate something, make it more hands-on” 

(04-07-09, p. 8).  This seemed to be Laura’s rationale for selecting writing topics she 

could pair with one of the lined writing worksheets from her mother.  For example, on the 



 73 

Figure 4.1  Mother’s Day acrostic poem 

day students wrote acrostic poems about their mothers, I observed as the students copied 

the corrected draft of their poem from their writing notebook onto the worksheet Laura 

provided.  Laura believed that allowing the students to then color the picture pre-printed 

on the page “helped out because 

sometimes it’s hard to get them 

going” (04-07-09, p. 8). 

While cleaning out her 

room at her mother’s house one 

day, Laura found the book she 

described as her favorite writing 

project from third grade—a story 

“all about me.”  

I remember this because I 
loved it.  Anytime you 
get to make something 
that’s like a real legit 
book, you know that 
you’ve made, it’s 
something you remember 
(4-7-09, p. 2).  

 
Laura reported that finding this book and remembering her joy as a child writing her own 

story led Laura to repeat the writing project with her second-grade students as a 

culminating writing project at the end of the school year.   

Another resource that influenced writing instruction in Laura’s classroom was the 

IPGs (Instructional Planning Guides), standardized curricula in all subject areas supplied 

by the district.  Teachers are expected to plan instruction for the concept to be taught that 



 74 

matches the needs of students across the wide range of differences in classrooms across 

the district.  For example, the IPGs identified a weekly concept or theme for writing but 

did not specify a particular writing assignment.  Laura reported that though her team 

referred to the IPGs during the weekly planning meetings, they found the absence of a 

specific plan for a writing assignment confusing and problematic.  Laura shared with me 

what happened one week when the IPGs suggested that students write a persuasive essay.  

Laura admitted that she did not know how to instruct students to write a persuasive piece; 

instead, she focused on ways she thought she could motivate the students to write.  

I want to plan something that would be a time that we could make some kind of a 
book or something fun that they could really get into.  Maybe something they can 
decorate.  I find that if you let them decorate something or draw a cool picture, it 
seems to help out a little bit.  Sometimes it’s hard to get them going (4-7-09, p. 8).   

 

The Learning Environment 

Evidence of student writing.  Even before entering Laura’s classroom, I saw evidence 

of writers at work.  On the 

student lockers in the hallway 

outside the classroom, Laura 

displayed photographs she had 

taken along with stories the 

students had written about their 

class trip to the zoo.  Laura 

mounted the student writing on a 

“special animal-print bordered paper” she had provided the students “when they were 

ready to copy their final draft using their neatest handwriting.”   

Figure 4.2  Zoo stories displayed on student lockers 
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Looking to the left upon entering the classroom, there was more evidence of 

student writing.  Mounted on a bulletin board between the students’ desks used as the 

computer center were letters the students had written in January to the then-newly elected 

President Obama.  For the writing assignment, Laura had used a two-part worksheet that 

each student colored after the “final draft” was recopied.    

These two student writing assignments illustrated the importance Laura placed on 

the need for correctness in a student’s writing in that each had been corrected for spelling 

and punctuation before recopied on the “special” lined paper Laura provided.  Laura 

explained how she checked each student’s writing for correct spelling and punctuation.   

They wrote the draft.  We edited it together, and then they recopied.  I wasn’t 
going to let them write on that nice paper until they had it perfect. (3-30-09, p. 9) 
 

The importance Laura placed on grammatical and spelling accuracy in the 

students’ writing was influenced by her mother.  Laura reported that on several occasions 

her mother had suggested that the student writing examples Laura planned to display in 

Figure 4.3  Student letters to the President 
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the classroom were not acceptable.  “ ‘You cannot post this.  That’s not good.  You need 

to lay down your expectations’ ” (5-6-09, p. 11). 

The only student 

work that did not adhere 

to Laura’s expectations 

for perfection were the 

student-made valentines 

Laura had taped to the 

chalkboard behind her desk.  The Valentine’s the students had not been edited and then 

recopied.  They were examples of student writing filled with invented spellings and 

childlike language. 

Evidence of literacy instruction.  Laura’s understanding and commitment to literacy 

instruction was evident in the large teacher-made language chart—“Let’s  think about the 

plot”—centered on the wall in front of the area where the students gathered on the carpet 

for group instruction and discussion.  In addtion to the title and the author, other elements 

Laura included for discussion were setting, characters, problem, and solution.  Laura 

explained how students were given a sticky note to record their thoughts on each topic as 

she read a book aloud to the class.  For this language unit, Laura explained that the 

teachers on the second-grade team collaborated to select Corduroy Makes a Cake 

(Freeman, 2001), The Principal’s New Clothes (Camelson, 1989), and Ira Sleeps Over 

(Weber, 1975) for the easily recognizable problem/solution structure each text offered. In 

addition to reading and discussing the text, Laura had created a worksheet that included 

Figure 4.4  Student-made valentines  
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setting, character, problem, and solution for the students to complete independently. 

Bookshelves flanking the sides of the carpet were used for storing math manipulates, 

student dictionaries, and the teaching guides Laura referred to for instructional planning.   

 

 

Physical arrangement and visual displays. In the center of the classroom, Laura 

arranged student desks into sets of four to create small-group table spaces.  Students kept 

their books and supplies in the storage space under each desk.  The first display an adult 

or a student saw as they walked into the classroom was Laura’s system for monitoring  

behavior.  Each table had selected the name of a type of dog, and they earned “bones,” or 

points, for good behavior.  Laura explained that she expected the students at each table to 

Figure 4.5  Language chart—“Let’s talk about plot.” 
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work together to earn points, which could be redeemed for rewards such as extra recess 

time and extra computer time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next to the language chart, across the front of the classroom was the word wall.  

Teacher-made cards of high frequency words were cut to the shape of each word.  Laura 

explained that the displayed words had been there since she started teaching the class in 

October;  an average of five words were added each week.  She described the words she 

displayed as “high frequency words and some of [the students’] spelling words” (03-30-

09, p. 4).  Laura found that as the school year had progressed, she gave less and less 

attention to adding new words and removing words she believed the students had 

mastered.  

The floor space in front of the word wall was an instructional center.  During 

“centers,” while Laura worked with guided reading groups, other students rotated through 

Figure 4.6  Laura’s word wall 
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Figure 4.7—Teacher-made instructional charts 

the center.  Some of the activites Laura planned for the students included copying the 

words from the word wall on sentence strips, reading the words aloud with a partner, 

putting the words in alphabetical order, or using the words in sentences that the students 

then wrote in their writing journals.  

The back of the classroom was a half wall with ceiling-high windows.  A 

collection of library books for self-selected reading were stored on a low bookshelf under 

the windows.  Laura used the windows to display the calendar for the daily math activites 

along with  an assortment of commercial and teacher-made instructional charts that 

established expectations for the reading workshop and reinforced math vocabulary.   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laura guided reading groups and met with individual students to discuss their 

writing in the far back corner at a kidney-shaped instructional table.  She had teaching 

guides and leveled reading books stacked neatly on the windowsill behind the table.  On 

the table were multiple copies of miscelleaneous writing worksheets Laura had brought in 

from her mother’s classroom.  Laura expressed how pleased she was that her mother had 
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shared these materials with her because it helped her to have  something ready to give the  

students fro writing.   

Along the back wall was a bank of cabinets where Laura stored teaching 

materials, including construction paper, pencils, and extra crayons.  Words cards taped to 

cabinets doors served as a math vocabulary word bank.  Centered over the classroom sink 

and cabinet storage was  a bulletin board titled “Map Center.”  Laura explained that the 

class had participated in the Great Mail Race after receiving a letter from someone in 

Kentucky earlier in the school year.  Laura modeled writing a letter for the class that the 

students then copied and mailed to someone in every state.      

Writing Instruction  

The organization of writing instruction. Once or twice a week, Laura planned for 30 

minutes for writing instruction during the middle of the school day usually after lunch 

and before special-area class.  Initially, Laura had wanted to teach writing in the morning 

when she thought the students were more focused.  The principal wanted reading and 

math taught during the morning instructional time and had therefore revised the schedule 

Laura had submitted for approval.  Because writing was only in the schedule one of two 

times in a week, Laura’s  plans called for taking the students through all the steps she had 

identified as a writing process in a single day.  The pre-writing instruction began with a 

teacher-led “brainstorming” activity.  Laura would write wrote the topic or writing 

prompt she had pre-selected for the students on the white dry-erase board.  For example, 

on the first day I observed in Laura’s classroom, she began by asking the students to 

think about what they would be doing for the upcoming Easter weekend.  When it 

seemed that these second graders did not know what they were going to be doing over the 
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Figure 4.8—Student writing sample 

weekend, Laura asked questions to guide their thinking and responses.  “Has anybody 

ever decorated Easter eggs?”  When one student asked, “What are Easter eggs?  How do 

you dye them?”  Laura shifted the focus to more general ideas of what the students might 

be doing over the weekend—having a friend over, playing football and video games, 

cooking out at the park, visiting cousins.  Laura held on to the idea that the holiday was 

an important event in the students’ lives; she explained that after the students wrote a 

draft in their journals, she corrected the grammar and spelling errors and gave them the 

“special Easter paper” to rewrite their final copy. 

After approximatley 10 minutes of discussion, Laura directed the students to get 

started on a draft in their writing journals.  Several students complained that they did not 

know what to write because they didn’t have special plans for the weekend.  Laura asked 

questions in an effort to direct these students back to the topic she had selected.  “Have 

you ever had an Easter egg hunt?  You could write about that.”  She reminded the 

students to use their 

dictionaries to 

help with the 

spelling in their 

writing.  Laura 

circulated around 

the classroom, 

verbally praising 

students who 

were on task with their writing. 
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Figure 4.9—Teacher modeled writing 

After the re-writing step, I noted the consistency with which Laura followed an 

instructional pattern that systematically led the students through a series of steps in a 

writing process.  Later in the semester, I observed Laura as she introduced a Mother’s 

Day acrostic poem writing assignment.  To create the poem, the students were to think of 

words that described their mother for each of the letters in the word mother.  Laura wrote 

the letters M-O-T-H-E-R vertically down the left side of the dry-erase board.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Laura and the students had difficulty thinking of words for each of the letters—

especially the letter M.  In our debriefing interview, Laura reflected on the lesson:    

It’s going well now, but they did need a lot of help getting started.  I guess the 
concept seems easy.  But when I got up there, I didn’t think it would really take 
that much thought getting into it, but it does.  I think for them it was even harder 
because they have to think of something that starts with M to get their poem going 
(5-6-2009, p. 6). 
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Figure 4.10—Student writing sample 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once Laura thought the students understood the writing assignment, she directed 

them to begin working on their draft in their writing journals.  As they worked 

independently drafting their poems, they frequently referred to the example Laura had 

modeled during the pre-writing step.  Laura circulated around the classroom and helped 

students who were struggling to get started and unsure of what to write.    

The students in Laura’s class moved directly from drafting to publishing.  As soon 

as the first student finished a draft in his journal, Laura asked the student to join her at the 

instructional table at the back of the classroom.  Sitting together, Laura read aloud the 

student’s work as she corrected spelling and punctuation errors and revised text.  With 

this procedure in place, Laura often found herself with a line of three or four children 

waiting their turn to have her revise and edit their drafts.  After their drafts were revised, 

the students could begin to color, decorate, and recopy the final draft onto the themed 

worksheet Laura provided, using their “neatest handwriting because the work was going 

to be displayed in the classroom.”  The topic for the assignments changed—Easter, 

Mother’s Day, How to be a Second Grader, even the autobiographies the students wrote 
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Figure 4.11—Student writing sample 

Figure 4.12—Revised and edited writing sample 

at the end of the year—but the sequenced steps that provided the underlying organization 

for Laura’s instruction were locked in place. 

The writing pieces that we’ve done have been nice.  I guess that it’s the other part 
of the writing process that can be hard—just trying to get them all back to edit 
because you want them to publish nice work. (4-7-09, p. 9) 
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Figure 4.13—Published student writing 

Laura’s notion that displays of student work should be corrected meant that she 

spent the majority of her time during the writing workshop correcting spelling, adding 

punctuation, and revising sentence structure.  Because her time was committed to those 

students waiting for her to edit their writing, she was not able to circulate through the 

classroom to support students working on their drafts or students who needed her help to 

move forward with their writing.  

The hardest part is just dealing with those very needy students.  It’s hard to help 
them and still help the rest of the class. It can be overwhelming when they’re all 
swarming you.  That’s the hardest part.  Just trying to help those that are always 
having trouble and then trying to help these that have certain questions along the 
ways.  It’s just hard to be everywhere at once.  I feel like I need an assistant to 
walk around while I edit (4-27-09, p. 12). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 86 

Assumptions and expectations of students as writers.  Laura’s expectations for second 

graders as writers connected caused her to feel frustrated as she worked to motivate her 

students to want to write. 

Being a first year [teacher], I’m like “How?” How do we get them to get those 
creative ideas flowing on their own?  We give them prompts and we give them 
things to work with like little dictionaries that they can look their words up in.  
But, sometimes I feel like it’s so hard because they’re still learning how to spell 
and they’re still learning how to write correct sentences. I can’t expect them to be 
perfect. (4-7-09, p. 6). 
 

In a debriefing interview, Laura recalled a professor from her pre-service professional 

course work encouraged the future teachers in the class to give students the opporutnity 

to free-write.  Laura reported that she had attempted to give her students the opportunity 

to self-select a topic and write about whatever they wanted.  She became frustrated when 

several student’s got off task and resisted writing.   

I’m letting them write about whatever they want, and they’re still not giving me 
anything.  And they’ll say, “I don’t know what to write.”  “Is there anything you 
want to write about?”  I don’t want to say they’re lazy, but it’s frustrating ʼ cause 
it’s almost like pulling teeth that they really didn’t have anything to respond (4-7-
09, p. 7). 
 
Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) found that as student teachers begin to assume 

the role of teacher, they experience more anxiety when their ability to maintain classroom 

control appears to be threatened.  The findings in my research extend beyond the student 

teaching experience into the novice teachers’ first year as a teacher.  When writing on 

self-selected topics “threatened” Laura’s ability to maintain control in the classroom, she 

reverted to prescribing topics focused on holidays and special events that were connected 

to the writing worksheets she obtained from her mother.   
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Laura’s frustration and her limited knowledge of writing instruction also led her 

to fall back on her memory of learning to write in elementary school.  She assumed that 

students wrote best when topics were assigned by the teacher as had been done when she 

was in elementary school.  And she believed that all students shared similar experiences 

and values, which led her toward topics that centered around holidays. In addition to 

holidays, Laura reported that other ideas for writing instruction came from her mother, 

her team members, and the IPGs (Instructional Planning Guides).   

Laura described her notion of “excellent writers” as students who “filled the page 

and wrote perfectly.”  When asked what would have helped the most as she tried to teach 

writing, Laura responded: 

Just seeing more examples of past student work—maybe if a teacher had some 
stuff on file, that would have really helped.  It’s hard because you don’t know 
where to set the bar because you’ve never seen it before.  You’ve seen a couple of 
example here and there of student work, but it’s hard to know what you should 
really come to expect from them (5-13-09, p. 5). 
 
Laura revealed a shift in her thinking about her expectations for her students as 

writers:  “Where do you start?  You don’t want to correct it to the point that it doesn’t 

look like their work.  I think that’s the biggest issue that I’ve faced” (04-09-09, p. 7).  On 

a different day, she wondered, “Does everything have to be completely polished?  It’s 

one of those questions I keep trying to sort out in my head.” (4-27-2009, p. 4). 

In one of our last debriefing interview after observing the students writing the acrostic 

Mother’s Day poems, Laura again expressed her uncertainty about editing student work. 

I just want to make sure that they had been spelling things correctly or writing it 
correctly.  Some of them just started going with it, so. . . it’s one of those times I 
felt unsure.  Should I let it be more original for their mom or should it be perfect?  
I think when you’re a mom you want to see what they can truly do. (5-6-09, p. 6-
7) 
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Perceptions of success.    Laura stated that she was pleased with the progress her 

students were making in writing.    

I think their writing is getting better from the beginning of the year.  At the 
beginning of the year it was “Ahh!”  I think they’re coming along. (4-27-09, p. 
11) 

   
Her perception of the improvement in the students’ writing was dependent on limited to 

the students’ movement toward more conventional spelling and the correct use of 

punctuation. 

At the beginning of the year, it was overwhelming because you saw so many 
errors—a lot of misspelled words, not using capitals and periods.  And now 
they’re starting to look more like real sentences.  It’s getting a little bit better.  I 
can see that they’re starting to use those punctuation marks.  They still have the 
problem of defining where the sentence is.  Sometimes they just kind of write 
them all together (5-13-09, p. 6).  

 
 
Laura revealed a sense of pride when she reflected on the many different pieces of 

writing her students had produced during her first year.  During the debriefing interviews 

as Laura reflected on the lesson, she often questioned her teaching—especially with 

regard to writing instruction and her role as editor of the students’ writing.   

The writing pieces that we’ve done this year have been nice.  I guess that it’s the 
other part of writing that can be hard—just trying to get them all back to edit and 
getting a good final posting because you want them to publish nice work. You 
don’t want it to be not-quality (4-7-2009, p. 9). 
    
Laura recognized the challenges and struggles she had experienced.  In our last 

interview, Laura expressed that she didn’t feel as prepared as she thought she should 

have.   

Every day is a learning process.  Student teaching can only do so much for 
 you, especially when you student teach in pre-K and then you get a job as a 
 second-grade teacher.  It’s a very different world.  I don’t think there are enough 
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 experiences to prepare you for what you dive into when you first start. It’s crazy.  
 Some first-year teachers, I don’t know how they do it (3-30-2009, p. 12).  

 

Conclusion 
 
 Laura’s case study emphasizes the importance of informed mentor teachers and 

colleagues with expertise in writing instruction to guide and support a first-year teacher 

as he or she attempts to teach writing since these teachers are most immediate sources of 

knowledge for first –year teachers needing guidance in writing instruction.   

When Laura came to the realization that she needed guidance planning for writing 

instruction she turned to the second grade teachers on her team and to her mother who 

was also a primary teacher.  Laura also drew from her memories of learning to write as a 

child to inform the decisions she made about teaching writing to her second graders.  

Laura had completed a teacher education program, but she did not recall information 

from her coursework as a source of knowledge for writing instruction.  Laura considered 

it her responsibility as the teacher to select topics and prompts that she then assigned to 

the students hoping her choices would motivate the students to write.  Over one or two 

days of instruction, the students wrote on the topic following a series of steps to a writing 

process Laura had established as classroom procedures.  This process began with Laura 

leading the students through a brainstorming or pre-writing activity and concluded with 

the students recopying their teacher edited work onto a special paper Laura had prepared.  

Laura believed that she her struggles with teaching writing were primarily because she 

did not have experience working with second graders as a part of her pre-service teacher 

preparation.   
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 Although Laura had experience with second graders, she was moved to a third 

grade class for her second year of teaching.  In a post-interview during the spring 

semester of her second year, Laura described second grade was an easier grade to teach 

because of the state standardized reading text required of third graders.  She reported  

the biggest difference between teaching second grade and third grade was the feeling that 

there was not enough time—especially for science and writing.  

We do less writing this year than last year.  Next year, they’ll focus more on 
writing.  At this point in the year, the focus is on what they need to pass the 
TAKS test—reading and math.  Right now, fourth grade is doing writing camps 
over the weekends to help them catch up (2-9-10, p. 3). 

  
   Laura described her frustration trying to alternate teaching science and writing 

by weeks because of the number of students pulled out of the classroom by special tutors 

for individualized remedial work in reading and math in preparation for the standardized 

testing.    

With regards to her future plans as a teacher, Laura hoped to stay in third grade.  

I’ll probably stay in third grade.  I don’t think they’ll move me again.  That would 
be learning all over again another grade for the third time.  It’s mid-year, and I’m 
finally starting to feel more comfortable.  But once again, the first half was really 
hard (2-9-10, p. 3).  
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KAREN 
 
 Initially, Karen was reticent about participation in this research primarily because 

she did not feel successful as a writing teacher and therefore, would not be able to 

contribute to the study.  But, her experiences as a graduate student and her understanding 

of the ways research contributes to practice led Karen to agree to participate.  Karen 

remembered enjoying learning to write as a young child.  By the spring of her first year in 

the classroom, when this study began, Karen was concerned and frustrated.  She felt that 

she had failed as a teacher because she didn’t think her second graders were ‘good 

writers’ and they did not share her love for writing.  The experiences in Karen’s case 

study highlight the need for strong mentoring programs to support beginning teachers 

especially as they struggle with writing instruction the first year in the classroom. 

Observations in Karen’s classroom aligned with her description and analysis of the 

writing instruction she planned.  However, the importance Karen placed on following a 

linear model of a writing process and her feelings of ‘being unprepared to teach second 

graders” also highlight the need for writing instruction as in integral component for 

preparing teachers in both teacher education programs and alternative education 

programs to teach writing.    

 
Becoming a Teacher 

 
Karen was a 28 year old Latino woman who remembered learning to read while 

sitting on the back of a flatbed truck.  It was the hottest day of the summer, and she was 

waiting for her parents to finish picking cucumbers.  Because her parents were migrant 
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farm workers, Karen started school before she was four years old.  At home she spoke 

Spanish, but at school Karen learned to speak, read, and write in English.   

For some reason, I just loved to read and I loved to write.  For me, it went hand in 
hand.  I would write stories all day long, and when I got home I would share them 
with my sister’s friends, who thought I was terribly annoying (4-16-09, p. 2). 
 

Karen’s passion for reading and writing continued to develop along with her love 

of learning.  She began her college work as writing major and then completed a master’s 

degree in English literature.  Karen continued her education in a PhD program, planning 

to become a professor of literature.  As a graduate student, Karen worked as a volunteer 

for AmericaCorp and for Community Mentors, a program designed to promote student 

retention and lower drop-out risk through positive adult guidance.  While mentoring 

second graders through Community Mentors, Karen decided she needed a break from 

graduate school, as well as something “a little more fulfilling than an office job.”  She 

applied to an alternative certification program to become a classroom teacher.  The 

program required six weeks of summer coursework and attendance at biweekly 

professional-development seminars in content areas during the school year.   

Over the 10 weeks of our interviews, Karen referred only once to the professor 

leading her alternative certification class that met every two weeks.  When I asked about 

the kinds of topics that were discussed during the class, Karen described the work as 

“going over the TEKS,” with limited emphasis on classroom application. “We would sit 

in class all day on a Saturday and still have no idea about what we were supposed to do 

with our kids on Monday morning” (4-09-09, p. 1).  Late in the spring of 2008, after she 

was accepted into the alternative certification program, Karen observed in a class just 
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before the end of the school year.  She was disappointed that the visitation did not 

provide the opportunity to see effective instruction modeled.  “I remember that they 

didn’t have any books, and they were just doing some coloring.  I didn’t see anybody 

teaching writing” (5-18-09, p. 10).  She was especially frustrated not to observe any 

writing instruction—the subject she found to be the most challenging as a beginning 

teacher. 

First teaching assignment. As state requirements for Texas teachers dictate, Karen 

passed both the English and the Spanish certification exams and was hired during the 

summer to teach that fall in an urban school achieving state expectations for student 

scores.  She would complete the alternative certification program concurrent with her 

first year in the classroom.  The ethnic distribution for the school was 82% Hispanic, 

16% African American, and 2% white.  Of the 414 students on the campus, 98% were 

economically disadvantaged, and 38% were classified as students with Limited English 

Proficiency (LEP) (Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), 2008-2009).  

Although Karen was proficient in Spanish and certified to teach a bilingual class, her first 

teaching assignment was a monolingual second-grade class with 14 students—six girls 

and eight boys.   

Karen described the school as “an old building in an old neighborhood with a 

huge sense of community.”  She explained that community in this way: 

Everybody’s parents know everybody else.  I know my kids along with their 
brothers and sisters.  And they know me.  Every time I leave my classroom to 
walk down the hall I hear “Miss G! Miss G!” (4-9-09, p. 1). 

  
 Conversely, she described the school population as “unique” due to “the absence 

of parental support.”   
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Everything that’s taught and that is expected to be learned has to be done here.  
You can’t send home homework that’s above their level because chances are it 
won’t come back, and the kids come back frustrated.  It puts a lot of pressure on 
the teachers to squeeze in more things in a very limited amount of time (4-09-09, 
p. 1). 
 

Influences that shaped instruction.  In her first year of teaching, Karen joined a team of 

two other second-grade teachers.  Like Laura, Karen also valued the team planning 

process.  The team met weekly to discuss plans for all curriculum areas.  Karen’s 

assigned mentor was the team’s leader who Karen believed had been teaching second 

grade for approximately ten years.  Karen reported that she relied on her mentor, the only 

bilingual teacher on the team, when she needed to know “how to handle behavior and 

what to do with parents.”  Karen described her mentor as “great,” except for the teaching 

of writing.  In an early interview, Karen had this to say about her mentor: 

Writing is her least favorite subject to teach, so she’s never given me that much 
advice on what to do for writing.  In terms of mentoring writing, I don’t really get 
that much.  She mentors me in all the other subjects—especially science.  Also, 
she’s the bilingual teacher so she teaches writing all in Spanish.  We couldn’t 
really even share materials (4-27-09, p. 10).  

 

The other teacher, who had completed a university teacher-education program the 

previous spring, was also a first-year teacher teaching monolingual second graders.  It 

was to her contemporary that Karen turned for strategies for teaching reading because, as 

Karen explained, that colleague had gone “through an education program and had several 

semesters of interning and student teaching” (4-09-09, p. 4).  When Karen felt that 

writing was “going very badly” in her classroom—her students were writing stories that 

were “a bunch of nonsense that weren’t connected and didn’t make sense” (4-16-09, p. 

8)—it was with this colleagues that she discussed her concerns and learned that she 
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shared her frustration. “[She] helped me realize that I was expecting too much and giving 

[the students] too little” (4-16-09, p. 8).  As a solution, the team worked on a plan to 

introduce and model the writing process one step at a time.  

I don’t have a background in education.  I’ve never seen anybody teach writing.  
If I hadn’t had a team to help me know what to do, I probably would have quit 
trying to teach writing after that first story that was so terrible (4-23-09, p. 15). 
 
Karen described how she struggled in the first months of the school year with 

feeling as though she was unprepared to teach writing:   

I thought, “I’ll just put some music on for them, and I’ll just let them write,” not 
knowing that I would need specific instruction on how to write. I feel like if 
someone would have told me that from the beginning, I wouldn’t have wasted 
nine weeks letting them write nothing.  A mentor who knew what there were 
doing would have been nice (5-12-09, p. 15).  
 
As Karen began her first year as a classroom teacher, the resources that influenced 

her as a writing teacher, aside from her own experiences as a writer, included her mentor 

teacher, the other second-grade teacher, and what she learned and observed in the 

alternative certification program.  In several interviews, Karen expressed how helpful she 

thought it would have been for her to have had the opportunity to observe in a classroom 

during writing instruction and to have watched closely in order to see what the teacher 

did to motivate the students to write, what she did while the students were working on 

their drafts, and what she did about editing and revising with the students as they finished 

their drafts.  “I’d like to see that. . . .  I feel like it would help me to see someone who is 

really good at teaching writing” (5-18-09, p. 10). 

Karen’s alternative certification program did not include fieldwork experience.  

The program considers the teacher’s first year in the classroom under the supervision of a 

mentor to be equivalent to a semester of student teaching with a cooperating teacher.   
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Like Laura, Karen reported that she began her first year of teaching feeling as though she 

was unprepared to teach writing.  In more than one interview, Karen expressed her 

dissatisfaction with the teacher preparation she received in her alternative certification 

program.   

We really didn’t talk about teaching writing in the alternative certification 
program, so I really don’t know how to teach writing to elementary students. I am 
changing this and changing that. . . .It’s the lack of consistency, I think, and it’s 
not an unconscious lack of consistency.  It’s just that I’m trying things out and 
trying to see what works and at the same time trying to fit that into the schedule 
that I have (4-21-09, p. 15). 
 

Karen also expressed disappointment that the program had not provided more 

than one opportunity to observe effective instruction modeled, especially writing 

instruction, the area she found to be “the most challenging as a beginning teacher” (5-12-

09, p. 12)  

The strongest influence on Karen as a writing teacher was her own experience as 

a writer.  She described herself as a “short story writer” (4-16-09, p. 3) and shared with 

me that her future plans included publishing a collection of short stories.  What Karen 

had learned about writing as a college student would shape her decisions about how she 

taught writing to her second grade students. 
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The Learning Environment 

Evidence of student writing.  Karen’s classroom showed evidence of writers at work in 

several ways.  On the bulletin board outside the classroom, Karen had framed each 

child’s name-acronym poem.  Karen’s expectations for second graders as writers were 

revealed as she discussed the project.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
They are second graders, so they were having a hard time thinking of adjectives. 
So I introduced a thesaurus and a dictionary.  They would browse through and 
say, “This word looks good.”  I would say, “Read what it means and see if it 
describes you.”  So a lot of the words up there are vocabulary words above their 
reading level that they found in the thesaurus or the dictionary (4-9-09, p. 5). 
 
 

 

Figure 4.14  Personal poetry name-acronym bulletin board 
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Other evidence of student work in the classroom included an informal display of a 

graphing activity and a multiplication cut-and-paste exercise clipped to the blinds.  On 

the wall behind Karen’s desk in the far right corner of the classroom was a small bulletin 

board with selected stories written by several students in the class. 

Evidence of literacy instruction.  Although Karen reported that she valued sharing text 

with students as a part of their literacy instruction, the only evidence of literacy 

instruction was primarily limited to several trade books displayed on the ledge of the 

bulletin board.  Other evidence included the K-W-L chart on weather that Karen had 

developed with her students as they discussed the science topic suggested in the IPG.   

Physical arrangement and visual displays.  Karen replaced standard student desks with 

round tables and student chairs.  On a free-standing bookshelf in front of her desk were 

boxes of spiral notebooks that Karen had labeled and organized when the supplies were 

donated before the school year began.  She explained how each student had four spiral 

notebooks labeled by subject and by table number.  For example, there are boxes labeled 

“writing journals” and numbered Table 1, Table 2, Table 3, and Table 4.   

I have a table manager for each table. Every time we start a new subject, the table 
managers get the journals for their table. The top shelf is for the writing journals.  
The second shelf has the interactive science journals. Spelling journals are on the 
third shelf. And the bottom shelf is where we keep the math journals. (4-9-09, p. 
5) 
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Looking to the left as you walked through the door was the bulletin board Karen 

designated for the daily calendar activities.  

 

 

 

 

 

In the far corner of the classroom, Karen positioned an instructional table on the 

diagonal, allowing her to look across the classroom and monitor students working in 

centers or working independently while she met with the guided reading groups.  A bank 

of closets along the right wall held the students’ personal belongings and Karen’s 

teaching supplies.  On the closet doors, Karen had taped sentence strips outlining the 

daily schedule, her expectations for classroom behavior, and several commercial 

inspirational posters.  In the corner was the classroom sink area with storage cabinets 

above and below.  The large open carpeted space in front of the closets was the area 

where Karen asked the students to gather for class meetings, reading aloud, and large 

group instruction.  On the edge of the carpeted area was a free-standing white dry-erase 

board Karen used to demonstrate and model expectations for independent work for the 

students.     

Figure 4.15 Daily calendar activities and literature display 
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The back of the classroom had large windows that stretched to the ceiling.  Two 

bulletin boards were mounted on the wall between the windows.  On one bulletin board, 

Karen displayed math vocabulary terms.  On the second bulletin board, Karen had speech 

bubbles with phrases for “Accountable Talk”—language students were encouraged to use 

when asking or answering questions.   

The word wall in Karen’s classroom was on the large bulletin board to the right as 

you walked in.  She explained that words were removed once she was convinced the 

students had mastered them—e.g., of, the, and—to make room for new words suggested 

in the IPGs.  Students were expected to copy the words from the wall into their personal 

word wall in their writing journal.  Karen considered these words to be “words you have 

to absolutely know by the time you leave second grade” (4-09-09, p. 8).  She also 

expected the students to have word-wall words in their writing that were spelled 

correctly. “It’s a non-negotiable between us. They know if I say ‘I don’t think you edited 

this closely enough,’ it’s probably one of the word-wall words that’s wrong” (4-09-09; p. 

4).  
Figure 4.16  Word wall with writing steps posters 
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Stapled along the bottom of the board under the word wall were six laminated 

mini-posters with steps of a writing process.  When I asked Karen her resource for the six 

steps, she remembered receiving them at the school district’s new-teacher training she 

attended during the summer before school started.  Karen reported noticing teaching 

materials—especially those that supported writing instruction—on several of the 

classroom walk-throughs that were part of her alternative certification biweekly seminars.   

In one second-grade classroom she visited, Karen noticed the sequenced steps of a 

writing process with simple sentences describing for the student what the action step 

might mean.  For example, “Revise” could mean “I can do it better.”  In a fifth-grade 

classroom, Karen noticed a similar teaching visual display with questions students should 

ask of themselves while working on that step of the process.  Karen reduced the number 

of questions and simplified the language in an effort to modify what she had  

observed in other classrooms to support what she believed would enhance writing 

instruction for her second-grade students.   

 Karen printed the students’ names on clothespins that were clipped to a tag-board 

strip attached to each of the steps she had identified in the writing process.  The students 

were expected to move their clothespin as they advanced to the next step in the process.   

    

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.17  Steps to a writing process in Karen’s classroom 
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Karen positioned her desk and computer area in the far right corner of the 

classroom.  A wall of chalkboard stretched from Karen’s desk area to the back wall of 

windows.  The overhead-projector screen was centered over the chalkboard.  Karen used 

the overhead projector when students were seated at the tables and she was instructing the 

class in all areas of the curriculum.  On each side of the screen were six computers 

available for student use.  

 Toward the back windows, in the middle of the room between the round student 

work tables and the carpeted area, a sign hanging over the table from the ceiling indicated 

that the small rectangular table was the writing center.  When the school year began, 

Karen explained she had introduced the writing center as a self-selected choice for 

students who had finished the “must do” assignments they were to complete 

independently during the guided reading block.    

When I introduced the center at the beginning of the year, I said, “This is the 
writing center.  This is not a drawing center.  These are the things you can do 
here.  You can write a poem.  You can write a song.  You can write a story.  You 
can write a letter” (4-16-09, p. 6). 

 
Writing Instruction  

Because Karen’s principal believed that “students are the most focused in the 

morning,” teachers were required to use that time for reading and math instruction.  

Karen suspected that the principal’s position came from pressure by the district for 

students to be prepared to pass the state standardized TAKS tests in reading and math as 

third graders.  Karen’s principal-approved schedule mandated 20 minutes of social 

studies, 26 minutes of writing, and 25 minutes of science every afternoon.  Although 
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Karen did not agree with the schedule, she did not feel that she could argue her position 

with the principal. She planned writing for the block after lunch in the afternoon. 

I really hate it that writing is right after lunch, because they come in really 
 distracted from having fought with their friends and having a wild time in the 
 cafeteria. To get them to come back and not only think of ideas, but think of how 
 to write them is very hard.  If writing was in the morning, I really think it would 
 be a different story (5-18-09, p. 12). 

 
While Laura’s writing instruction was defined by topic, Karen’s writing 

instruction was defined by her commitment to teaching a linear sequence of steps she 

believed the students needed in order to become successful writers.  During the first 

months of the school year, Karen’s students were giving her “writing products that were 

just bad” (4-16-09, p. 5).  Her dissatisfaction in the writing her students were producing 

led her to the conclusion that children need a structured writing process that should be 

systematically followed.   

At the beginning of the year, I would send them to their desks and say, “Write a 
story.”  I thought, “Everyone knows how to write a story. You write one. You 
correct the spelling.” 
 
I let them go at their own pace, and I monitored as they wrote.  After working on 
the project for two weeks, I thought, “Whoa!” They came back with a bunch of 
nonsense and things that weren’t connected and didn’t make sense.  It was 
horrible. I wanted to tell them, “Scrap this. Go back and start over.” It took a 
couple more of those assignments for me to realize that I really needed to be more 
organized and break it down into more manageable chunks (4-16-09, p. 8). 

 

When Karen expressed her frustration and concerns about the student’s writing 

with the teachers on her team, she learned they shared similar feelings.  Together the 

teachers decided they needed “more control during writing instruction and that the 

students needed to move through stages” (4-16-2009, p. 8).  Karen reported that she drew 

on a writing process she had followed as a college student.  The steps she identified were 
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a) pre-write, b) draft, c) revise, d) edit, e) conference, and f) publish, as illustrated on the 

charts stapled below the word wall. 

I put the writing process up with exactly what they were supposed to do in each 
step, and I thought, “Surely they can just walk up there and read the signs and 
figure out what they have to do.”  I was still getting back writing that was really 
bad (4-16-09, p. 5). 
 

On Monday, Karen would begin the pre-writing step by ‘brainstorming’ ideas 

about the assigned topic with the class.  On Tuesday, the students would work 

independently and write their draft.  On Wednesday, students were expected to finish 

their draft and begin revising their work.  On Thursday, students would edit their writing 

and then conference with Karen so that she could make additional revisions and edits.  

On Friday, the students would publish their writing by copying the revised and edited 

draft for public display.  This sequence was repeated for each writing project.  Karen 

planned her mini-lessons to address the step she anticipated the students would be ready 

for on that day.  When she 

noticed that the students 

seemed puzzled by the 

steps to the writing 

process she offered, 

Karen began to 

substantiate each step to a 

greater degree by modeling her expectations for the students.  Writing instruction each 

afternoon began with a mini-lesson that focused on a step of the process.  During a 

debriefing interview, Karen explained to me how she planned a mini-lesson to review the 

Figure 4.18 Sentence for revising mini-lesson  
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step in the process that she anticipated most of the students would be working on during 

their independent writing time.  She assumed that she needed to review the steps so her 

students would know what to do.  For example, on Wednesdays she typically planned a 

mini-lesson that addressed revising anticipating that the students would be finishing their 

drafts and working on revisions.  On the day I was observing the students working on 

drafts for their “A Time I Was Afraid” stories, Karen focused her mini-lesson on 

revision.  Her thinking was that as the students finished their drafts and moved their clips 

to revising, they would know how to revise their own writing.  She began the mini-lesson 

by revising a sentence she wrote on the dry-erase board with the students’ participation. 

The discussion focused on 

checking to be sure the sentence 

made sense, revising what did not 

make sense, and adding adjectives to 

make the sentences more interesting.  

When a student questioned the word 

purtty for pretty, Karen explained 

her understanding of the difference 

between revising and editing.   

 
When you’re revising, you’re 
not worrying about spelling.  
You’re not worrying about punctuation.  You’re not worried about capitalization.  
You’re worried about making your story interesting and making sure that it makes 
sense.  Once you’ve made your story more interesting for your reader, that’s when 
you can start making sure that the spelling, capitalization, and punctuation is 
correct 
(4-21-09, p. 4). 

Figure 4.19  Class story for revising mini-lesson 
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Earlier in the week, the class had written a “Time I Was Afraid” story together on 

a large chart tablet.   

We’re going to revise: “I Can Make It Better.” First, I’m going to read it, and 
we’re going to see if it makes sense. We’re going to do the same thing we did for 
one sentence, but we’re doing it to the entire paragraph. (4-21-09, p. 5) 
 

Karen placed the chart tablet on the floor in the middle of the carpeted area where the 

students were sitting.  She modeled revising the story for the students, incorporating their 

suggestions.  When she sensed the students losing interest, she asked the table managers 

to pass out the writing journals so the students could begin to work independently on 

revising their drafts of “A Time I Was Afraid” in their writing journals from the previous 

day. 

The organization of writing instruction. Unlike Laura, who did not consider herself 

to be a writer, Karen described herself as a short story writer and had a self-established 

understanding of the writing process.  It was this understanding of the process that led her 

to the decision that she needed to provide a structure for her students when they struggled 

with the first writing assignments.   

The following lesson illustrates Karen’s perceptions of writing instructions: 

students working through a structured linear process to write about a topic the teacher had 

selected and introduced with a book.  Thirteen students returned from the cafeteria after 

lunch and sat down on the carpet.  Writing instruction began as Karen led the students 

through a pre-writing step to review what they had learned from a book about Memorial 

Day she had read earlier in the day.  She sat in the chair and wrote “Memorial Day” 
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across the top of the dry-erase board.  She showed the students a Memorial Day 

worksheet they would be using for their writing that afternoon.   

I want to put up some points that we learned about Memorial Day so that we can 
brainstorm and it can help you think about what you want to write. Raise your 
hand if you can remember what we learned about Memorial Day (5-21-09, p. 1). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Karen recorded the students’ responses on the dry-erase board, she used 

questioning strategies to guide the students in constructing complete and accurate 

sentences.  Following the discussion, Karen gave directions for the assignment orally and 

then wrote and outlined the directions on the dry-erase board. 

The assignment is very short, and since it’s very short, it means it should be really 
good.  So, it’s two to three sentences that answer questions that I’m going to give 
you to answer.   

 What is Memorial Day? 
 How is it celebrated? 
 How will you celebrate Memorial Day on Monday? (5-21-09, p. 2) 
 

Figure 4.20  Pre-writing for Memorial Day 
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When several students lost focus and began talking to each other, Karen regained 

their attention and continued giving instructions about the assignment, including her 

expectations for how the students were to work through the writing process. 

You have two to three sentences that you are going to put here (referring to lines 
on the worksheet).  Before you can put them here, you have to draft it, edit it, and 
revise it in your writing journals.  This is for your final copy.  This is going to go 
out on the bulletin board.  So I want when your parents, the principals, the other 
kids walk by, I want them to look at this and say, “Wow, their drawing is really 
pretty.  Their sentences are true.  I know what Memorial Day is by reading what 
they wrote here” (5-21-09, p. 2). 

   
 Karen stressed the importance of writing “true and correct facts” and asked that 

the students to take the writing “seriously.”  She reviewed the questions and then told the 

students that the answers were to be written in paragraph form. 

What that means is that it’s not one, then answer the question. Two, then answer 
the question. It’s a paragraph, and they hook all together.  Just like when you’re 
writing a story, you do one sentence and then you continue with the next sentence 
and then you keep going. It’s a paragraph—a paragraph of two to three sentences 
 (5-21-09, p. 3). 

 
Committed to the writing process that was in place, Karen reviewed the steps she 

expected the students to follow as they began to write their first drafts before the student 

helpers passed out the writing journals. 

 The first and second draft is going to be done in your journal. I’m going to 
 come by and revise it. When you’re ready, you’re going to copy it here [on the 
 worksheet] for your final copy.  And then you’re going to draw something that 
 illustrates what you wrote.  Does anyone have any questions?  (5-21-09, p. 3) 
  

Several students asked questions about the assignment. “Can we copy the 

sentences on the board?” “Can we write about anybody?” “Do we write the title?” “Do 

you have to write the questions?” 
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 Karen addressed these questions and explained again that the assignment was to 

write a paragraph with sentences that answer the questions.  She also added several words 

to the dry-erase board specific to the assignment that students suggested might be 

difficult for them to spell. 

Four of the 13 students began drafting a paragraph in their writing journal. 

Several students copied the questions from the dry-erase board.  Several other students 

numbered the margin and wrote sentences to answer the questions.  When a student 

raised his or her hand to indicate that he or she had finished the draft, Karen used a purple 

marker to correct spelling and punctuation errors on the student’s writing in the journal.  

Karen was conflicted about her expectations for the mechanics of writing and questioned 

what she expected and what she would accept from the students.  When the students 

began working on the writing assignment, she encouraged them to “get your ideas out 

there.”  But as they finished their drafts and she began to confer with students 

individually, she was correcting errors in their drafts before giving them the worksheet 

they were to use to recopy the “published” piece.  The class worked approximately 20 

minutes before they stopped for the special-area class.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.21  Student writing edited by the teacher 
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A final step in the writing process that Karen had established with her students 

included the opportunity to share their work with the class.  From her experiences as a 

writer in college, Karen valued the opportunity to have her work critiqued by other 

writers.  This experience led Karen to plan time for students to share their writing with 

the class, an activity she referred to as a writer’s conference.  Karen used the term 

“writers’ conference” to mean both a time when students share their reading with the 

class, and the one-on-one conferences teachers have with students to talk about their 

writing.   

I was really happy the first time they finished a big project.  They were really 
happy because they all had been working hard, and they knew that the end was 
near. I wanted to thank them for working so hard on it, and I wanted them to hear 
each other’s stories because I think a lot of times they sit there and think, “I don’t 
know what to write.” They think that everybody else is doing a better job, and 
they don’t understand that they’re doing just as good as everybody else. It was 
such a success the first time that the teacher next door now does it, too (4-16-09, 
p. 10).    

 

Assumptions and expectations of students as writers.   Karen described her thinking 

about the students as writers as she began the school year:  

I didn’t know what to expect. When I came in the classroom, I thought, “Oh, 
they’re babies.”  I didn’t know any second graders.  I thought, “Look, they’re 
writing a sentence.  How cute!” (5-18-09, p.11)   
 

Karen she had assumed that her second-grade students had experience as writers 

and would enjoy the opportunity to write stories, songs, or poetry in the writing center. 

She became frustrated when she observed students spending time drawing pictures rather 

than writing.  She attributed her disappointment with this self-selected opportunity to her 

“unrealistic expectations [for] second graders” (4-21-09, p. 15).  The writing center had 
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transitioned from a self-selected center choice, where students could self-select topics and 

write across genres, to a required center during the guided reading block, where students 

were given a series of questions they were to answer in a letter written to the teacher.  For 

example, the week before Easter, the questions/prompts for the letters were: 

 How do you hope that your Easter goes? 
 What do you hope happens? 

  Do you want there to be chocolate cake? 
 

Karen expected the student’s letters to match up to the questions she asked.  This 

experience with the writing center early in the school year led her to share Laura’s 

assumptions that second graders were capable of writing only on topics that teachers 

perceived as important to children.  This included writing about holidays and from 

prompts such as “A Time I Was Scared” and “A Time I Was Excited.”  On days Karen 

considered her writing instruction to be the most effective, she credited the success to the 

topic she had provided.  She described the students as “completely engaged” when the 

class wrote letters to Santa Claus and letters to pen pals in another school.  She also 

described the students as motivated when they were writing reports on topics from the 

nonfiction books from her personal library.  Karen assumed that the students had to be 

able to read the books to write on the topic and assigned the topics based on the reading 

levels of the nonfiction books from her personal collection.   

I felt kind of bad because I know you’re supposed to play into their interest. I 
thought it would be great for them to be able to find something they like, go to the 
library and check out a book, research it, use the Internet. All those things are 
fabulous if it had been a month-long project. But realistically that’s just too much 
for a second grader to handle in a week and a half. So I just chose the topics and 
tricked them a little bit to get them excited (4-16-09, p. 9). 
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 When I ask Karen what she considered the most challenging component of 

teaching writing, she responded, “The students not producing as well as I want them to 

produce” (5-18-09, p. 13).  Karen was troubled and disappointed by what she described 

as “really bad writing” from most of the students in her class.  Karen, like Laura, 

expected students in the second grade to have already internalized the conventions of 

written language and to be competent spellers of frequently used words. She expressed 

this frustration when she said, “I don’t know exactly where they should be.  I wish I 

could see an on-level second grader’s writing” (5-18-09, p. 9).  Therefore, Karen spent 

the majority of her writing instructional time editing and revising student work in hopes 

that the students would begin to meet her expectations as “perfect writers.”  She 

explained that she didn’t have time to take to take what the students wrote to the 

“publishing” level before it was time to introduce the next writing assignment.   

The perception of student expectations was a notion I also saw shifting for Karen.  

At the beginning of the project, I just let them write. But then at the end, during 
the conferences, is when it’s hard because I don’t want to edit too heavily, but 
that’s a struggle for me because I’m so use to writing precisely and correctly and 
being OK with them not doing that is hard” (4-6-09, p. 7). 

 

Perceptions of success. Although Karen questioned her abilities as a writing teacher, 

Karen was confident in the decisions she made about writing instruction based on what 

she remembered about learning to write as a student.  She reported that she had taken her 

students through the writing steps as posted in her classroom on several projects, 

including a number of short descriptive paragraphs, two stories written from suggested 

writing prompts, and a nonfiction report on an assigned topic.  At the same time, Karen 

struggled to find ways to effectively teach writing across a wide range of student abilities.  
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She reflected on the changes she planned to incorporate in her writing instruction the 

following year. 

At the beginning of next year, I will definitely start heavy—heavy on the 
mechanics of grammar and proper sentences.  I feel like at the beginning of the 
year, we let them just write horribly.  We knew it wasn’t “good writing,” but we 
never stopped to go back and say, “Let’s show them what good writing is.” Now 
we’re at the end of the year, and I still feel that they’re very weak (5-18-09, p. 9). 
 

Karen considered herself a writer.  She loved to read and started to write at an 

early age.  She was determined to teach her students to write.  Karen was disappointed 

when the stories the class wrote at the beginning of the year did not meet her expectations 

for second-grade writers.  She questioned if the students had the knowledge about the 

mechanics and conventions of writing she believed they needed in order to be able to 

write.  As the school year came to a close, Karen’s thinking about writing instruction 

shifted, but she continued to question what she believed and understood about teaching 

writing. 

 I wonder what is the purpose of our teaching writing. Is it that I’m supposed to be 
inspiring them to love to write?  Is my main focus supposed to be to get them to 
write correctly even if it’s not that interesting, as long as it’s correct?  I don’t 
know which is more important or which one should weigh more.  So I’m just kind 
of some days doing this and some days doing that (5-18-09. p. 11).  
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Conclusion 
 

 Karen’s case study demonstrates the need for strong mentoring programs with 

teachers who can share the hallmarks of effective writing instruction and guide first year 

teachers to become reflective practitioners.  Karen’s most immediate sources of 

knowledge, in addition to her own experiences as a writer, were her assigned mentor 

teacher and a colleague on the same grade level team.  The mentor did not have expertise 

in writing instruction and therefore could not support Karen’s understandings and 

practice of writing instruction.  Her colleague, also a first year teacher from a teacher 

education program, was the only source of knowledge for writing instruction Karen 

turned to other than her own memories as a student.   

Karen’s experience also highlights the need for strong teacher education programs 

that provide opportunities for teachers to observe students learning to write and that 

encourage prospective teacher to think about writing as more than an established set of 

steps to be followed.  Without direction from a mentor, Karen had only her own 

experiences as a student learning to write to draw from as she attempted to teach writing 

her first year.   

 Although Karen acknowledged the importance of students self- selecting topics 

for writing, she assigned topics and provided prompts for students in an effort to maintain 

control of instruction.  In Karen’s classroom, writing instruction consisted of guiding the 

students through a series of linear steps focusing on a different step each day of the week 

beginning with a pre-writing activity on Monday and finishing on Friday with a 

published piece of writing.  Karen edited the student’s work correcting spelling and the 

mechanics, but was conflicted in the process.  She believed the writing had to be ‘correct’ 
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to be ‘good’, but Karen also recognized the value of a student’s self-editing and 

maintaining the integrity of his or her own work.    

 Karen attributed the struggles she experienced teaching writing to what she 

described as poor preparation in the alternative certification program.  Her program did 

not include coursework that addressed instructional methods for teaching writing.  She 

also did not have an opportunity for classroom observations or a student-teaching 

experience.  Karen believed that a standard set of expectations that defined what to 

expect of second grade students as writers would have helped her plan for writing 

instruction.   

 Karen returned to her second-grade class the following school year, but decided to 

leave the teaching profession and returned to graduate school to be a researcher after her 

second year.   
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JANET 
 

Janet expressed confidence in herself as a writing teacher and welcomed the 

opportunity to participate in the study possibly because she did not have the opportunity 

to interact with her colleagues and discuss writing instruction as Laura and Karen did.  In 

our interviews, Janet frequently referred to a writing process she expected the students to 

follow.  However, observations of writing instruction revealed that most instructional 

time was spent on pre-writing activities such as students constructing word webs 

followed by writing sentences for each arm of the word web.  Janet edited each student’s 

writing to reinforce the primary focus of her writing instruction—spelling, sentence 

structure, capitalization, and punctuation.  Janet’s sources of knowledge were limited to a 

few discussions of writing instruction she remembered in her teacher education 

coursework and her own memories of learning to write in school.  It was these memories 

from school that supported Janet’s thinking about the content of writing instruction in her 

classroom.  Janet’s experience underscores the need for explicit instruction in writing 

methods as suggested by Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990).  The writing instruction in 

Janet’s classroom instruction reflected dated thinking about writing instruction and 

indicated Laura’s limited understanding of current thinking about effective writing 

instruction.  

Becoming a Teacher 

Janet is a 32 year old African American woman.  While attending college, 

studying to become an accountant and “dealing with money at Randall’s,” she woke up 

one morning and realized she was on the wrong career path.  Remembering how she 
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enjoyed teaching Sunday school at her church when she was a teenager, Janet decided to 

change her major from finance to education.   

First teaching assignment.  Although Janet was hoping for a kindergarten or a first-

grade position, in mid-September she was hired as a second-grader teacher for a class that 

was created to relieve the overcrowding in two existing second-grade classes.  The ethnic 

distribution of the students was 72% Latino, 26% African American, and 2% White.  Of 

the 620 students, 95% were economically disadvantaged and 56% were LEP (Limited 

English Proficient) (Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS), 2008-2009).  

Initially, Janet was pleased that her first teaching assignment was in a school similar to 

the one in which she had observed and completed her student teaching in downtown 

Houston.   

When the new class was formed in mid-September, Janet had 18 students.  By the 

spring, primarily because of custody issues, six students had moved away, decreasing the 

class size to 12 students.  Two of the 12 students were reading on a second-grade level.  

The other 10 students were reading on or below a first-grade level.   

Janet described the students as “quite different from what I was used to in 

Houston—not by economic statue, but their behavior.”  Even though she had been 

teaching in Title 1 schools in Houston, Janet felt she had had parental support and few 

students with behavior problems.  The dynamics of the students and their parents seemed 

very different to Janet when she contrasted the school where she would begin her first 

year as a professional with the schools where she completed her in-service training  

Here, we don’t have a person that you can call who the kids are afraid of.  
 They’re not even afraid of their parents, which is really sad.  They talk back to 
 their parents, and that’s really something I had to get used to because it’s totally 
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 different from the way I was raised.  I had a mom and a dad.  My parents were 
 married.  Here, of the 12 kids, only three of their parents are married.  The  rest are 

single-[parent] homes. (4-9-09, p. 1) 
 

Influences that shaped instruction.  Like Laura, Janet completed a teacher-education 

program.  However, Janet decided to pursue a career in education after working in 

accounting for several years after graduating from high school.  As a pre-service teaching 

student, Janet was enrolled in a language arts methods course as a part of her teacher-

education sequence.  She remembered one class “where we had to write papers actually 

helping us to teach writing in the classroom.”  Janet described the professor as “free-

spirited because she said all kids don’t write the same.”  The professor encouraged the 

pre-service education students to “find ways to be creative with [their] writing.”  Janet 

recalled using two textbooks in the language arts methods course that later supported her 

as a beginning teacher:  Teaching Writing (Tompkins 2007) and Assessing Writers 

(Anderson 2005). 

Assigned to urban Title 1 schools in downtown Houston, Janet completed two 

semesters of observation in Pre-K and kindergarten and a semester of student teaching in 

a first-grade class.  Janet considered her pre-service teacher training to be a very positive 

experience primarily because of the strong, supportive relationships she had with the 

cooperating teachers in the program.  Further, she believed her pre-service teaching 

experiences in low SES (socioeconomic status) schools would prepare her for teaching 

“minority children in poor neighborhoods.”    

Janet became the fifth member of the second-grade team.  She described feeling 

isolated and chastised by the other second-grade teachers.  In team meetings, Janet felt 
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silenced while the other teachers shared ideas.  For example, Janet remembered 

comments from other team members such as “My kids did that already,” and “Didn’t we 

share that with you?” causing Janet to feel ignored and inadequate.  Even as the school 

year was ending, Janet described herself as “an outsider” and did not feel connected to 

the second-grade team. 

 They don’t really share ideas.  We’ll be in a meeting, and they’ll share 
 amongst each other, but when it comes to me, and they’ll say, “Oh my kids did 
 that.  Didn’t we share that with you?” I wish we did plan together, but each person 

takes a different subject area,  writes the plans for the week, and sends that subject 
 to each of the other teachers on the team (4-9-09, p. 11).   

 
The second-grade team leader was Janet’s assigned mentor was the second grade 

team leader who Janet described as ‘older’ with more than twenty years of teaching 

experience in second grade.  Janet described her relationship with the mentor teacher as 

“strained” and “nonexistent”: 

I’m supposed to have a mentor, and she doesn’t even come to me.  She doesn’t 
even ask how things are going.  She’s my team leader, and she doesn’t even come 
to me (4-9-09, p. 12). 
 

Unlike Laura and Karen, who felt a strong bond and well supported by their 

mentor teachers and grade-level teams, Janet stated that she felt that she had not received 

the support or guidance she needed—especially as a first-year teacher.  For Janet, the 

perception of a hostile team environment did not encourage her to adopt the practices of 

her colleagues (Grossman 1990).  Instead, Janet relied on past experiences to shape the 

writing instruction in her classroom.  She referred to this as “teaching the basics as 

sentence structure, punctuation, capitalization, and grammar.”   
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Janet identified two other teachers that she considered to have influenced her as a 

first-year teacher.  One was a fourth-grade teacher in the school who knew Janet’s 

grandmother in Houston.  Janet appreciated that this teacher would “make it a habit to 

come and check on me every week.”  The other source was a friend Janet met when she 

was in Houston student-teaching in first grade.  Janet she contacted her friend, who was 

also a first-year teacher, regularly because they could “relate to each other and talk about 

teaching.”    

Janet was also influenced by a second-grade teacher she met while student-

teaching in a first-grade classroom.  Janet was impressed by how the students worked 

independently in a writing center while the teacher worked with other students in guided 

reading groups.  Between groups, the teacher would read over and respond to the 

students’ writing.  Though Janet said that she did not have an opportunity to observe this 

teacher in the classroom, that teacher’s notion of writing instruction influenced how Janet 

implemented a writing center in her own second-grade classroom.   

Although the IPGs were available to Janet as they were for Laura and Karen, 

Janet considered the suggested writing curriculum to be “too difficult for the students 

because they didn’t have the basic foundations” (4-15-09, p. 3).  

Janet remembered learning to read sitting in her mother’s lap, looking at the 

pictures in books, and repeating the words as her mother read them aloud.  Janet also 

remembered that learning to read was difficult for her, and she credits her success to a 

favorite teacher.  But Janet did not remember learning to write and she did not think of 

herself as a writer: “I start journals and then quit after about a week.”  Janet said that she 

wrote only “to get the job done” (4-15-09, p.7).  Though Janet could not remember 
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learning how to write, she remembered her teachers in elementary school “teaching the 

basics—the grammar and punctuation” (4-9-09, p.10).  The opportunity for the 

standardized curriculum, the IPGs, to influence and shape Janet’s instructional decisions 

about writing was lost when she substituted authentic writing instruction—students 

expressing their thoughts using written language—with skills practice, as I observed one 

morning when the students were required to recopy the corrected sentences from the 

Daily Oral Language activity chart.  She had abandoned the idea of writing projects and 

focused exclusively on the conventions and mechanics for written language—just as she 

had been taught. 

When I ask Janet where she got an idea for teaching writing for what the students 

were writing about in class, Janet would respond, “I just thought of it myself,” or “That’s 

the way I was taught,” revealing how she was also influenced by her memories of 

learning to write as a student in school (Lortie, 1975).  
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The Learning Environment 

 
 Evidence of student writing. Evidence of writers at work began in the hall outside the 

classroom, where persuasive letters were displayed on a bright-yellow bulletin board.  

Janet explained to me that the students wrote letters to their parents or teacher trying to 

“persuade them to do something,” and then recopied the letters in “their neatest 

handwriting without mistakes in spelling, punctuations, or grammar.”  The writing 

assignment was suggested in the IPGs.  Janet explained to me how she had modeled 

writing a persuasive letter for the students, taking their suggestions and writing the letter 

together on a chart tablet as the students sat watching her from the floor.  

We started off as a group together.  Came up with the ideas.  Wrote together. And 
then I sent them off to do it (4-9-09, p. 9).   
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.22.  Student writing—persuasive letter 
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Inside the classroom, Janet displayed an assortment of selected examples of 

student work on a bulletin board that stretched down the wall from behind her desk to the 

corner of the classroom. Titled “Searching for Greatness,” the display included math and 

science worksheets, spelling tests, and “I Have a Dream” essays.  Janet explained that her 

goal was for every student to be represented “so not just the smart kids get their work up 

there.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence of literary instruction.  In 

the far corner, in front of the windows, 

Janet had a carpeted area where she 

met the students for whole-class 

instruction, class meetings, and 

reading aloud.  On the free-standing 

easel, Janet displayed the big book 

read-aloud selection from Text Talk, a district-supplied literacy program that Janet used 

Figure 4.24 Stellaluna vocabulary chart 

Figure 4.23 Display of student work-“Searching for Greatness” 
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to increase student vocabulary.  Evidence of literary instruction was the vocabulary chart 

for Stellaluna (Cannon 1993) displayed on the chalkboard.  Students were expected to 

write sentences using these identified vocabulary words from the story while at the 

writing center.  The students also recorded tally marks next to the words as they used 

them orally in class discussions or conversations during the week.  Janet said that the 

students were given a vocabulary test over the selected words on Fridays.  Although the 

program offered other book selections, Stellaluna was the only literary selection I saw 

used in the classroom.   

Physical arrangement and visual display.  As the classroom door opened, the ceiling-

high wall of windows that overlooked a courtyard between the wings of the building 

made the wood-paneled classroom feel spacious and bright.  Janet had established her 

desk area to the left of the door as you walked into the classroom.  To the right was a 

bank of closets where students stored personal belongings and Janet stored teaching 

materials.  A clothespin with each student’s name was clipped to Janet’s behavior-

management chart, taped to one of the closet doors.  Througout the day, Janet asked 

students to move the clothespins up and down, acknowledging good behavior and 

punishing students for poor behavior choices.  She also had an assortment of commerical 

insprirational posters taped to the other closet doors.  

Janet had arranged the two-student airplane-style student desks side-by-side and 

across from each other to create the effect of a large table, two desks wide by four desks 

long.  Students stored textbooks, math journals, science journals, writing journals, 

crayons, markers, and other school supplies in the storage space below the desks.  

Looking through the students’ journals, I noticed that the math journals were the most 
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frequently used, with a “number of the day” exercise students entered daily.  The science 

journals had approximately five observations of the butterfly larva the students were 

observing as part of an ongoing science unit.  The writing journals had drawings, several 

word-web entries, and several drafts from the writing center scattered randomly through 

the pages.   

Janet explained that the words on the word wall, “Digging for Words,” were 

selected from a phonics- and vocabulary-building program that the school’s reading 

specialist had recommended to support students below grade-level in reading.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Figure 4.25  Digging for Words—word wall 
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Janet established a writing center by pushing an airplane desk next to the wall 

under the word wall.  On the desk Janet provided a tray of paper and a basket with a 

variety of writing tools—pens, colored pencils, and markers.  On the chalkboard at 

student eye level, Janet wrote the daily “Writing Warm-up.”  This was the topic she 

planned for students to write about when they first came into the classroom before school 

began and then to continue writing about when they rotated through the writing center 

during the guided reading instructional time block.  The writing center was a requirement 

during the guided reading block, with structured assignments the students were expected 

to complete each day except Fridays, when they had the opportunity to self-select a topic.  

Like Laura, Janet became frustrated when students complained that they didn’t know 

what to write about or when they exhibited inappropriate behaviors such as putting their 

heads down on their desks or crawling under their desks.  Janet’s explanation for these 

behaviors was that writing—especially writing on a self-selected topic—was too difficult 

for the students.  Her solution was to work on basic sentence-structure elements, such as 

parts of speech.  

Taped to the chalkboard next to the work 

wall, Janet placed a bright-orange poster board 

she had titled “Four Steps to Writing.”  The poster 

was divided equally into four horizontal sections 

and labeled—Pre-Write, 1st/2nd Draft, 

Edit/Revise, Final Draft + Publish.  Janet 

explained how she monitored student progress by 

Figure 4.26 Four steps of writing 
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having the students write their names on sticky-notes and put the notes in the section that 

corresponded to where they were in the writing process.  As they moved through the 

steps, she asked the students to move their names on the poster.   

Across the classroom from Janet’s desk was the kidney-shaped table where she 

met her students for guided reading groups and other small group instruction.  This was 

also where Janet met with students individually for writing conferences.  Perpendicular to 

the windows was the class sinks area with an open countertop for the pencil sharpener.  

This was also the area where Janet 

placed baskets for finished work 

and trays with blank paper the 

students were free to use when it 

was needed.   

The ceiling-high windows 

were covered with teaching charts 

Janet made to support her teaching:  Writer’s Checklist, Revising and Editing, 4 Different 

Kinds of Sentences, When to Use Capital Letters, and the Sentence Structures.  

The kids sometimes really struggle when it comes to their writing.  So I’ve been 
trying to do more charts to help them.  That way they’ll see the things that we’ve 
gone over.  I have a lot more charts, but I don’t have any more places to put them 
up.  I figured the ones like the writer’s checklist when they write—they need to 
know what to look for—the basics.  Then we revise and edit.  I try to help them 
with that so that’s why we do charts (4-9-09, pp. 7–8). 

 

 

 

Figure 4.27  Teacher Made Instructional Chart 
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Writing Instruction  

The organization of writing instruction.  Janet scheduled writing instruction in the 

morning, after the students returned from special-area classes and before the guided 

reading block.  Direct instruction took approximately 15 minutes and was usually 

followed by 10 to 15 minutes of guided practice.  Instruction began with Janet leading the 

students as they chanted together from one or more of the instructional charts she had 

displayed for students to refer to while they were writing.  She would begin each line and 

the students would then join her voice and complete the line in unison.    

Laura’s decisions about writing instruction were guided by topic, and Karen’s 

decisions were defined by the linear sequence of steps.  But, the only evidence of a 

writing process Janet expected students to follow was the orange poster taped to the 

chalkboard by the writing center.  As I observed Janet reviewing charts with her students, 

and as I talked with her about her perceptions of effective writing instruction, I came to 

the conclusion that Janet considered content—the mechanics, the conventions, the 

structure of sentences—to be the most important component of writing instruction.  

One Friday 

morning while I was 

observing in Janet’s 

classroom, Janet 

announced to the students 

that because it was 

Friday, they were to have 

Figure 4.28  Free-writing instructions 
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free-writing in the writing center.  She explained to me that as she met with students to 

discuss their writing, she planned to ask the students to make their own corrections rather 

than correcting the spelling, capitalization, and punctuation for them.  Between guided 

reading groups, Janet invited students who had been working at the writing center back to 

her work table and ask each student to read his 

or her work aloud to her. 

During the conference, Janet 

frequently referred to the Writer’s 

Checklist chart the class had chanted 

together at the beginning of the 

class.  She called the student’s 

attention to the fact that she had omitted all periods at the ends of sentences except for the 

one large period at the end of the page.  As the student read, Janet indicated to the student 

where she needed to place periods on her paper.  Then Janet asked the student to put 

periods at the ends of the sentences as she had shown her and to then bring it back for a 

final reading.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.30  Student work discussed in writing conference 

Figure 4.29  Instructional Chart 
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On a different morning, after leading the class in a review of the “When to Use 

Capital Letters” chart, I observed as Janet directed the students’ attention to the dry-erase 

board at her side, where she modeled her expectations for the writing assignment the 

students were to complete independently while Janet read with guided reading groups.  

Earlier in the week, the students took home a personal-history worksheet to complete 

with the help of a parent.  The purpose of the worksheet was to help the students gather 

information about their lives that they needed to know to write their autobiography, an 

assignment suggested in the IPGs mandated by the school district.  The students’ writing 

assignment was to use the answers to the questions on the worksheet to write complete 

sentences.  Janet introduced the assignment by modeling for the students how to answer 

the question “Where were you born?” with the sentence; for example, “I was born in 

Austin.”  The discussion continued as she modeled two more questions/answers for the 

class.  Janet wrote each sentence on the dry-erase board, intentionally omitting the ending 

period and waited for the students to “remind” her to use the correct ending punctuation.   

Figure 4.31 “When to Use Capital  Letters” chart 
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Figure 4.32 Student writing sample 

 
  

  

 

 

 

 

In Janet’s classroom, I did not observe a pattern of instruction that paralleled the 

writing process I had observed in Karen’s class.  Although there was evidence of a four-

step writing process on a poster taped to the chalkboard, the organization for writing 

instruction in Janet’s classroom primarily focused on pre-writing and editing.  Janet 

would model a word web, a pre-writing step she remembered from high school, and ask 

the students to create word webs as a writing exercise, without expecting the students to 

write about the topic from the word web.  When the students did write a paragraph based 

on the word web, Janet modeled her expectations by demonstrating for the students that 

they were to write a sentence about each “arm” on the web.   

In May, I observed writing instruction in Janet’s classroom that began with 

demonstrating how to create a pre-writing word web.  From the word web, she modeled 

for the students using the arms of the web to write a paragraph.  Janet continued to 

include a focus on the conventions of written language.  One morning the class was 

seated in the carpeted area with pencils and paper attached to a clipboard.  Janet directed 

the students’ attention to the word web she had modeled the previous day and led the 

students in a review of the purpose to creating a web—“to help you with ideas about a 
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particular subject.”  The students were instructed to write “pre-writing” across the top of 

their notebook paper.  Next they were to draw a large circle in the middle of the page and 

to draw a line in the middle of the circle.  Janet modeled her instructions to the students 

on the dry-erase board, using “ocean” as her topic.  For homework the night before, the 

students were asked to think of topics they might like to write about.  Working on the 

carpet, Janet asked the students to write the topic they thought of for homework on the 

line and create their own web.  The students worked for approximately five minutes 

before Janet asked them to turn their paper over and create a new web—“A Time I Was 

Surprised.”   

If you’re done thinking of your ideas, you can turn your paper over on the back, 
and [I] am going to give you one.  This is going to be a little different.  Think 
about a time when you were surprised.  You are doing a web for “surprised” (5-7-
09, p. 7). 
 

During our debriefing interview that day, Janet stated that she had not planned for 

the students to write about the topic they selected.  Creating the web was an exercise to 

prepare them for the pre-writing element that was part of the end-of-year writing 

benchmark. “That’s why we’re reviewing the pre-writing, because they actually have to 

show a sign of pre-writing on the benchmark.”   

The following Monday I returned to Janet’s classroom to observe as the students 

began writing paragraphs on their selected topics.  The students were on the carpet with 

the word webs they had created the previous week on their clipboards.  Janet wrote “first 

draft” across the top of the dry-erase board.  After a discussion reviewing the purpose of 

a word web, Janet gave instructions for the writing assignment.  “What we’re going to do 
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is to take from our ideas and we’re going to write our first draft.” Janet modeled writing 

the first sentence on the dry-erase board. 

Notice [I] indented. Some of you are still not indenting. I’m starting to write my 
draft.  “Butterflies have four life cycles” (5-11-09, p. 3). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using the bullets from the web that the class created together on butterflies, Janet 

modeled writing a paragraph. 

Notice my first sentence tells  what my topic is going to be about— what my paper 
is about.  Next, mine is in sequential order because I’m telling you first, second, 
third, fourth, how the life cycle begins. I’ve started off with the first two 
sentences.  I’m going to give you a chance to start writing your first draft.  Your 
first sentence must tell me what you’re writing about (5-11-09, p. 3). 

  
 As students worked independently on the “first drafts,” Janet helped those who 

needed to finish the webs so that they could begin writing.   

When you’re done, reread it to make sure that it makes sense and that all your 
sentences line up with your topic.  Make sure your sentences make sense and that 
you have a capital letter and an ending (5-11-09, p. 4). 
 

 

 

Figure 4.33 First-draft teaching demonstration 
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Figure 4.34  Student work—Word web and weather paragraph 
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Assumptions and expectations for students as writers. Although Janet acknowledged 

that students need to write about what they know and what they feel, many of her 

teaching decisions were based on her assumption that students needed to have mastered 

the mechanics of written language and the conventions of spelling before they could 

begin to write.  Writing instruction in Janet’s classroom often included discussions about 

the parts of speech and grammar exercises from the language arts textbook or worksheets 

she found on Internet sites.  Although Janet sensed the importance of students selecting 

their own topics for writing and offered the opportunity more often than I observed in 

either Laura or Karen’s classroom, Janet believed that her primary responsibility in 

teaching writing was to provide instruction and practice in grammar, punctuation, and 

word usage.  Janet’s revealed her assumptions about writing instruction as she described 

her experience trying to plan writing using the IPGs at the beginning of the school year. 

We were doing things in writing from the IPGs, like writing a story, an 
autobiography.  The kids really struggled with writing, trying to figure out how to 
put ideas together. I figured if we worked on the basic sentence structure, the 
adjectives, the adverbs, I thought we could slowly develop into writing those 
pieces. If you don’t have the basic foundations down, how can you write? (5-15-
09, p. 12) 

  

Sharing Laura’s and Karen’s deficit view of her students as writers, Janet 

considered her students’ writing to be good if it was “accurate and correct.”  The purpose 

for Janet’s writing conferences with students was to make corrections in capitalization 

and punctuation on the student’s work.  Janet did not waiver from the perception of her 

students as “very low” and “needing the basics sentence structure to be ready for third 

grade” (5-15-09, p. 12).  
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Perceptions of success.  By the end of the school year, Janet was pleased with the 

progress her students made in writing.  She was especially pleased with the writing of 

many of her students on the writing benchmark. 

What they had to write about was “A Time When You Were Surprised.” Some of 
them did pretty good.  They stuck to the topic. I’m happy with the progress 
they’ve made now (5-15-09, p. 1).  
 

However, Janet’s assessment of student writing continued to focus on improvement in the 

use of punctuation, capitalization, sentence structure, and spelling. 

Some of them are still struggling putting a capital letter for every word in a 
sentence. And they’re getting a little bit better about putting in all the punctuation 
(5-15-09, p. 3). 
  

 She believed she had made the right decision to put aside the recommended 

writing curriculum suggested by the IPGs and focus on “basic sentence structure.”  When 

I ask Janet if there was something she did while teaching writing that had been so 

successful that she would repeat it the following year, she responded: 

I’d say the work on sentence structure—focusing on the sentence structure is what 
I’ll do.  That’s what I really think was the best for these kids (5-15-09, p. 12). 

 

 
Conclusion 

 Janet’s case study shows us the need for strong teacher education programs that 

provide coursework and guidance in writing instruction.  Janet’s experience as a first-

year teacher also highlights the importance of informed colleagues on the grade level 

team to support first-year teachers as they enter the classroom and teach writing for the 

first time.  
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Janet was a graduate of a teacher education program.  She vaguely recalled 

specific texts in methods courses that focused on writing instruction, but she was not 

accessing or applying that knowledge to her writing instruction.  Instead, Janet drew from 

her own experiences learning to write in school to guide her decisions about instruction.  

For Janet, teaching writing was synonymous with teaching the rules of grammar, 

capitalization and punctuation.  Janet had a limited series of steps in place she referred to 

as a writing process.  The primary focus of her instruction, in addition to class lessons on 

the mechanics of writing, was pre-writing activities to that led the students to write about 

topics she had pre-selected believing that her topics would be of interest to the students.  

Although Janet was assigned a mentor teacher, the relationship was strained; therefore, 

the mentor teacher did not contribute to Janet’s understanding and practice of teaching 

writing.  The interactions with her colleagues on the second grade team were not positive 

and also failed to be a source of knowledge for writing instruction.   

Janet returned to teach second grade in the same school the following year.  She 

reported “most everything was the same as last year”—team planning was still awkward, 

students came into the classroom before school started for a short time free-writing 

activity, and she continued to “go over the charts to help the kids get the basics.”  Janet 

continued to struggle with student behavior issues which she attributed to be the cause of 

her health issues.  Janet decided to return to her home town at the end of the school year 

and teach kindergarten, the same grade at the same school where she completed her 

student teaching.  She also planned to enter graduate school and pursue a degree in 

educational administration.   
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CHAPTER V: 
CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

 
 The purpose of this chapter is to identify and discuss cross-case themes generated 

from my analysis of the transcripts from classroom observations and interviews with the 

three teacher participants in this study.  Through a series of interviews and debriefings, I 

asked three beginning teachers to report on the sources that informed their knowledge of 

writing instruction and the ways in which they demonstrated writing instruction in their 

classrooms.  All the teachers spoke candidly about the sources (e.g., Elbaz 1981) and 

experiences from which their understandings developed.   

Laura, Karen, and Janet began their first year feeling confident they could teach 

writing based on the premise that because they themselves knew how to write, they could 

teach second graders to write.  Although other areas of the curriculum, including reading, 

math, and science, required explicit curriculum guides, they believed writing to be 

different.  But as I talked with teachers during their spring semesters about their 

perceptions of teaching writing, all three had abandoned their naïve understanding of 

writing instruction and considered writing to be the most challenging subject to teach.   

Laura thought teaching writing was difficult because “there are so many 

components being thrown at [the students], like the sentences being grammatically 

correct, using details, [and] adding different components” (4-7-09, p. 6).  Janet also 

considered writing instruction to be difficult and attributed the behavior issues that 

occurred when students were expected to write independently during the guided reading 

block to her belief that her students were performing below grade level.  Karen described 

teaching writing as “the hardest subject to teach” and described her frustration over trying 
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to manage student behavior during writing: “I’m constantly saying, ‘Are you writing?’ 

and they are sharpening their pencil more often than they normally do trying to buy time” 

(4-16-09, p. 11).   

 In this chapter, I present and discuss two salient themes that emerged from an 

inductive analysis of the coding.  The first theme reveals the sources that influenced and 

affected the tentative practices of first-year writing instruction, including teacher 

preparation, mentors, grade-level teams, and each teacher’s  experience as a writer.  The 

second theme that emerged from the data was a combination of the instantiated 

assumptions about writing instruction the three participating first-year teachers brought 

with them into the classroom and the vacillating assumptions about students as writers 

these teachers reported during the debriefing interviews.   

 

Sources That Influence and Affect Writing Instruction 

Preservice teacher education programs don’t in every case provide the needed 

guidance in teaching writing. Across cases, the three teachers in this study first 

attributed their struggles teaching writing to inadequate preparation during the 

coursework portion of their teacher-education preparation.  For example, in our first 

interview, Laura, a graduate of a teacher-education program at a state university, 

described her pre-service methods courses more focused reading instruction than writing 

instruction.  Janet, also a graduate of a teacher-education program, remembered 

discussing writing instruction once in one of her methods classes, but she retained two 

textbooks on writing instruction that were the required texts in a language arts methods 

course.  Karen, who met biweekly on Saturdays to fulfill the coursework requirement for 
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the alternative certification program, expressed her dissatisfaction with the teacher 

preparation and complained that the class discussions in her program offered a limited 

emphasis on classroom application.  Karen suggested that the poor preparation was why 

“I don’t really know how to teach writing to elementary students” (4-21-09, p. 15). 

Although coursework has been shown to be important for teachers in order to 

implement effective writing instruction in the classroom, Schempp, Sparkes & Templin  

(1999) suggested that student teaching is the most beneficial experience for pre-service 

teachers because it represents actual time in the classroom working with students.  The 

perception of the importance of coursework linked to classroom application was 

confirmed by Worthy and Patterson (2001) in a study finding that pre-service teachers 

valued opportunities for the practical application of theoretical principles.  Both Laura 

and Janet experienced multiple semesters of classroom observation and student teaching, 

during which they worked with cooperating teachers as a requirement of their degree and 

teacher certification.  But Laura did not believe her student-teaching experience had 

satisfactorily prepared her to be on her own because of the time she spent doing teacher-

aide-type tasks that did not involve interaction with the students.  In contrast, Janet 

regarded her fieldwork experiences as very positive, primarily because of the strong, 

supportive relationships she had with her cooperating teachers.  Though Laura and Janet 

viewed their student-teaching experiences differently, both young women thought the 

fieldwork experience—Laura in kindergarten and Janet in first grade—was too 

disconnected from the preparation and practice they needed to transfer into a second-

grade classroom.  As a result, both novice teachers considered their fieldwork experience 

to have offered limited support as a source of knowledge for writing instruction as they 
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began to teach their first year in the classroom.  For Karen in the alternative certification 

program, the teacher’s first year in the classroom under the supervision of a mentor was 

considered to be equivalent to a semester of student teaching with a cooperating teacher.       

Working with a mentor teacher may not help shape the understanding, beliefs, and 

the practice of teaching writing for every first year teacher.  Mentoring programs are 

school-based programs wherein experienced teachers actively work with novice teachers 

on a daily basis.  School-based mentor programs have shown to increase teacher retention 

and improve the instruction of new teachers (Odell1986).  Because of the success of 

mentoring programs, they have become a prevalent component of programs that help 

beginning teachers during their first year (Schwille 2008).  However, there is not a 

standard for qualifying to become a mentor teacher, such as a minimum number of years 

of teaching experience or any professional-development training requirement.   

Laura, Janet, and Karen all reported being assigned a mentor teacher as they 

began their first year in the classroom.  The three mentor teachers each held the title of 

grade-level chair.  They were the most experienced teacher on their grade-level team, 

with their years of experience ranging from eight years to more than twenty.  Research 

(Cochran-Smith 1991; Fieman-Nemser 1983; Koernerm 1992; Staton & Hunt 1992) 

suggests that working with an experienced teacher can help shape a beginning teacher’s 

beliefs and practices.  However, mentors come to the assignment with varied levels of 

expertise, and therefore not all mentoring relationships are helpful, as reported by these 

three first-year teachers.  Laura reported that she enjoyed working with her mentor 

teacher, but she revealed that she had expected her mentor to be more available to meet 

regularly and offer suggestions for her teaching.  Karen regarded the relationship with her 
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mentor teacher as positive and supportive.  Although her mentor was quite helpful with 

behavior management and school policy, she did not teach writing and therefore was not 

able to support Karen as she struggled with writing instruction.  Janet reported that she 

did not have a relationship with her assigned mentor.     

Street (2004) examined how effectively mentors guided new teachers into the 

teaching profession and reported that school-based mentors were viewed as the 

participants’ main source of knowledge.  However, the teachers in my study did not 

substantiate Street’s research.  Laura, Karen, and Janet did not report discussing writing 

instruction with their mentor at any time.  Nor did either novice teacher regard their 

mentor as their primary source of knowledge.  These findings align with the research of 

Kardos and Moore (2010), who evaluated the mentor/novice-teacher relationship in a 

study of 375 first-year first- and second-grade teachers.  Kardos and Moore concluded 

that teachers often have inappropriate mentor-matches and that a low percentage of new 

teachers actually have conversations with their mentor about the core activities of their 

teaching.  .   

Interactions, both positive and negative, with colleagues on the grade level team may 

be an influential source of knowledge for writing instruction for some first-year 

teachers.  Zehm (1999) reported that pre-service teachers identify “learning 

communities” as an important resource to draw on for knowledge.  Students in teacher-

education programs regard their professors and their peers in cohorts as members of their 

learning communities.  For novice teachers, the learning communities become the 

members of the grade-level team they meet and plan with in regular weekly meetings.  

These interpersonal relationships with team members were significant sources of 
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knowledge for Laura and Karen.  Laura was very enthusiastic about her relationship with 

her three team members.  She described a strong feeling of support as the team met 

weekly to plan for instruction.  Meeting with her team seemed to give Laura confidence, 

especially in regard to the writing instruction she planned for her class.  This confidence 

then allowed Laura to deviate from the team plans and adjust the writing instruction to 

meet the needs of the students in her classroom.   

Karen also valued the team planning process. One of the teachers on her team, 

was also a first-year teacher teaching monolingual second graders, had completed a 

university teacher-education program the previous spring.  It was with this contemporary 

Karen discussed concerns when she felt her writing instruction was “going very badly.”  

When Karen learned that her colleague shared her frustration, they worked together to 

improve the writing instruction in their classrooms.  

In contrast with the colleague support experienced by Laura and Karen, Janet did 

not feel connected to or accepted by the second-grade team.  The absence of a 

relationship with the team contributed to the frustration and challenges Janet experienced, 

especially as she attempted to teaching writing.  For Janet, the feeling of not being 

accepted, coupled with the lack of communication she experienced with the other second-

grade teachers on the team, created what she referred to as “a hostile team environment.”  

Unable to adopt the writing practices of her colleagues, Janet chose to rely on her past 

experiences as a student learning to write in order to shape the writing instruction in her 

classroom rather than adopting the practices of her colleagues (Grossman 1990).  
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Drawing from their own experiences as a student learning to write informs the 

practice of writing instruction for some first-year teachers.  Drawing on Lortie 

(1975), Kennedy (1998) suggests that teachers’ ideas about the content of writing 

instruction are not shaped in methods courses or from their pre-service teaching 

experiences but by their experiences as elementary and secondary students.  My data 

collection extends beyond coursework and fieldwork experiences to include curriculum 

materials provided by the school and the beginning teacher’s own experience as a writer. 

Laura, Janet, and Karen were provided with the district’s curriculum guide, the IPGs, to 

support the content of writing instruction.  However, all three teachers instead chose to 

draw from what they remembered about learning to write as a student in school and from 

their own experiences as a writer to inform their decisions about writing instruction in 

their second-grade classrooms.  

Laura considered the district’s curriculum document difficult to understand, 

especially when she was unfamiliar with the suggested writing genre.  In these 

circumstances, she digressed to her childhood memory of learning to write—“making 

little books” that she decorated.  She also remembered drawing and coloring pictures, 

what she described as “the fun part of writing.”  These memories—e.g., write about an 

assigned topic, copy the corrected draft onto the special paper provided, and color the 

picture—were stronger than anything she remembered from her coursework or fieldwork 

experience and became the underlying structure of writing instruction in her class.  

Janet’s writing instruction also mirrored what she remembered about being taught 

to write—teachers “teaching the basics: the grammar and punctuation” (4-9-09, p. 10). 

These memories were evident in Janet’s classroom, where writing instruction was  
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characterized by an emphasis on grammar, punctuation, spelling, and sentence structure, 

with the students chanting Janet’s “rules for writing” from teacher-made charts.  This 

type of instruction aligns with Kennedy’s notion (1998) that when teachers learned as 

students that writing instruction includes only lessons and practice in grammar, 

punctuation, and word usage, they implement instruction in the same way and disregard 

the fundamental purpose of writing—communicating ones thoughts and ideas in a written 

form.   

 In our interviews about writing instruction, Laura and Janet acknowledged their 

inexperience as writers.  This lack of experience made it difficult, if not impossible, for 

these novice teachers to demonstrate to children the difficult challenge for all writers, 

including teachers, to find the words they needed to express their ideas (Butler 1991).   

Karen remembered learning to read and write before starting school.  But unlike 

Laura or Janet, she had no memories of learning to write when she was a student in 

elementary school.  As an alternatively certified teacher, Karen did not have coursework 

or fieldwork experience to draw on as she planned for her first year teaching writing.  

Karen also did not consider what she described as limited preparation in her alternative 

certification seminars as a resource that informed her decisions about writing instruction 

for her students.  When the writing the second graders produced in Karen’s class at the 

beginning of the year fell below her expectations, her own experience as a writer led her 

to put into practice a structured sequence of steps to be followed similar to the writing 

process she had followed as a writer in her college coursework.  

While Laura and Karen’s lack of experience as a writer made teaching writing a 

challenge, Karen was confident with herself as a writer and even planned to someday 
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publish a collection of short stories.  As the research of Lapp & Flood (1985), Bratcher & 

Stroble (1994), Chambless & Bass (1995), and Street (2006) showed the significance of 

confidence in the area of writing instruction, Karen’s own experience as a writer seemed 

to make her more adept than the other two teachers at understanding the writer’s 

challenge to express ideas in words and how to demonstrate how writing as a process of 

meaning-making.  Karen’s own experience learning to write and working collaboratively 

with her peers, sharing and critiquing one another’s writing, led her to the practice of the 

students in her class sharing their writing with the one another.  Sharing one’s writing 

was not a practice that Laura or Karen had observed or experienced as writers themselves 

and was therefore not included as a part of writing instruction in either of their 

classrooms.   

The most immediate sources of knowledge coupled with their own experiences as 

students seem to be the way first-year teachers prioritize the needed guidance in 

teaching writing.  Grossman et al.(2000) found that the knowledge teachers acquired 

about writing instruction during their teacher education coursework was more evident 

during the teachers’ second year than during the first year of teaching.  These findings are 

substantiated by both Laura and Janet who were graduates of teacher education programs 

at state universities.  Both novice teachers acknowledged limited coursework that had 

addressed writing instruction, but neither of these novice teachers drew from what they 

had learned in teacher preparation courses to plan for writing instruction.  Laura’s 

primary and immediate source of knowledge was the team of teachers on her team 

coupled with her own experiences as a child learning to write.  Janet did not have 

colleagues or a mentor teacher as an immediate source of knowledge and leaned only one 
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her own memories of learning to write to plan instruction.  Karen‘s immediate source of 

knowledge was also her team member colleagues coupled with her own experience as a 

writer.   

 A secondary source of knowledge immediately available to all three beginning 

teachers was the district supplied curriculum, the IPGs.  Although each teacher expressed 

dissatisfaction with the IPGs as a planning guide for writing instruction, it was the only 

resource consistently cited by all three teachers.  When ask during the debriefing 

interviews, Janet stated that she occasionally searched online for ideas to help her plan 

for writing instruction.   

 Other resources including professional books on writing instruction, inservice 

teacher-training, and teachers other than those on the grade-level team were available to 

each of these teachers.  Yet, all three leaned on only the sources that were the most 

available and there own experiences as they planned for writing instruction. 

 

First-Year Teachers’ Assumptions about Writing Instruction 

Effective writing instruction is dependent upon having experience teaching writing 

in the specific grade to which they are assigned is an assumption held by some first-

year teachers.  Laura verbalized this assumption all three teachers shared when she said, 

“You could student teach in fourth grade and then teach in kinder.  It’s totally different.  

So I just don’t think there are enough experiences that can prepare you for what you dive 

into when you first start” (3-30-09, p. 12).  Laura and Janet had expected to be assigned 

to teach the same grade-level as their student-teaching experience.  But after student 

teaching in kindergarten and first grade, respectively, both were disappointed to have 
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been assigned to second grade.  Laura described second grade as “a very different world” 

from the kindergarten class where she was a student teacher.  Both Laura and Janet held 

to the notion that teaching writing was difficult because they did not have an 

understanding of what to expect from second-grade students.  Karen also attributed her 

struggles with writing instruction to her lack of experience and her unrealistic 

expectations for second graders as writers.  

All three teachers assumed that the opportunity to observe a teacher effectively 

teaching writing to second-grade students would have eased the struggles they 

encountered teaching writing for the first time.  Laura struggled with behavior 

management—“just how to help those students who are struggling to not take away from 

everyone else’s time” (4-27-09, p. 12).  She compared motivating students to write to 

“pulling teeth” and also expressed the desire to know what other teachers did to keep 

students on task while the teacher worked individually conferencing with students about 

their drafts.  Karen also expressed disappointment that the alternative certification 

program had not provided opportunities to observe effective writing instruction.  She 

believed it would have “helped [her] to see someone who is really good at teaching” (5-

18-09, p. 10).  Like Laura, Karen also assumed that she would have been more successful 

teaching writing if she had had the opportunity to observe how a second-grade teacher 

motivated students to write, what the teacher did while the students were working on 

their drafts, and what the teacher did about editing and revising with the students as they 

finished their drafts.   

Neither Laura, Janet, nor Karen expressed curiosity about the actual learning that 

engaged children as they expressed their ideas, but instead they were seeking answers to 
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their questions about the routine and structure of writing instruction.  These beginning 

teachers were looking for teachers to model for them how to manage behavior, how to 

motivate students to stay on task, and how to work with students individually while other 

students worked independently.  As indicated by Laura’s statement noting the difference 

between fourth grade and kindergarten, these teachers assumed that the routines and 

structures were different for each grade-level rather than a constant that could be applied 

whether they were teaching students to write in kindergarten or in college.     

Writing instruction is described as guiding students through a series of linear steps 

by some first-year teachers.  Each of these novice teachers had established a series of 

linear steps that students were expected to follow as they wrote about an assigned topic. 

The steps identified in Laura’s classroom were pre-write, draft, revise, edit, conference, 

and publish.  In her classroom, students took one and sometimes two days to follow these 

steps from the beginning of the writing assignment to what Laura considered to be the 

point of publication.  

In Karen’s classroom, the same series of steps were more rigidly substantiated. 

The sequence was repeated for each writing assignment and spanned a week of writing 

instruction, with students working on a different step each day.  When students worked at 

different paces or were absent from class, Karen struggled to “make sure everyone [was] 

on the same page” (4-21-2009, p.14).  She believed that she had better class control when 

the students were working on the same step; therefore, she planned mini-lessons to keep 

everyone at the same place in the process, moving together to the subsequent step each 

day. 
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Of the three novice teachers, Janet placed the least emphasis on a linear process.  

Although a linear sequence of steps for a writing process was in place, the practice of 

students systematically following a series of steps that would lead to a finished, published 

work was not observed.  The evidence of a writing process Janet expected students to 

follow was displayed on the orange poster board that referred to four steps—pre-write, 

draft, edit/revise, and publish.  Janet referred to the steps as she asked students to work on 

pre-writing activities and when she conferred with students about editing and revising 

their work after they finished their drafts.   

All three teachers viewed editing and revising as the most important steps in the 

process.  Each viewed her primary responsibility as the teacher as meeting with each 

student to correct spelling, punctuation, and grammatical errors.  In all three classrooms, 

students brought drafts of their writing to the teacher, who then made corrections on the 

student’s work.  This attention given to revising and editing seemed have stemmed from 

the teachers’ expectations for students as writers.  

Access to a standard set of expectations that define student writing across grade 

levels is considered to be needed to plan for writing instruction by some first-year 

teachers.  In addition to the lack of opportunity to observe a second-grade teacher 

teaching writing to second-grade students, Laura, Janet, and Karen believed that they had 

not been supplied with what would be considered appropriate writing expectations for 

second graders.  All three teachers assumed that samples of second-grade writing would 

have supported the decisions they made as they attempted to plan for writing instruction.  

Laura stated that seeing examples of second-grade student work would have been helped 

her set expectations, because she “had not seen second grade writing and did not know 
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what it should look like” (5-13-09, p. 13).  She expressed her idea that excellent writers 

were students who could fill the page with words writing with perfect spelling, grammar, 

and punctuation.  Therefore, Laura believed it was her responsibility as the writing 

teacher to insure that the students’ writing was as close to perfect as possible—to “get 

them all back to edit and getting a good final posting because you want them to publish 

nice work” (4-7-09, p. 9). .  To achieve this, Laura corrected the spelling, punctuation, 

and capitalization on each student’s writing before asking the student to recopy the 

corrected draft onto the paper she supplied for display.   

Karen described the most challenging component of writing instruction to be what 

she considered to be the poor quality of her student’s writing.  She shared Laura’s 

frustration and desire for a standard set of writing expectations for second graders. “I 

don’t know exactly where they should be.  I wish I could see an on-level second grader’s 

writing” (5-18-09, p. 9).   

Karen, like Laura, expected students in the second grade to have internalized the 

conventions of written language and to be competent spellers of frequently used words.  

When the writing that the students produced at the beginning of the school year was filled 

with grammatical and spelling errors, Karen regarded the work as “really bad writing,” 

based on her own idealized view of student writing from memories of writing as a student 

in elementary school.  In an effort to help students improve their writing so that it aligned 

with her understanding of what she assumed “good writing” should look like, Karen, like 

Laura, also focused her instructional time primarily on editing and revising student work.      

Janet’s teaching decisions were based on her assumption that students needed to 

have mastered the mechanics of written language and the conventions of spelling before 



 152 

they could begin to write. Sharing Laura’s and Karen’s deficit view of second-grade 

students as writers, Janet considered her students’ writing to be “good” only if it was 

“accurate and correct.” She perceived her second-grade students as “very low” and 

“needing the basics—sentence structure—to be ready for third grade” (5-15-09, p. 12). 

Janet focused exclusively on the conventions and mechanics for written language as she 

corrected each student’s work during individual writing conferences. 

Limited exposure to student writing led these novice teachers to assume that there 

a standard set of expectations that would define writing for second grade students existed.  

It is possible that this assumption of a standard guided the assumptions that were made 

about students self-selecting topics of personal interest for writing also.  

Assigning topics and prompts to motivate students to write is assumed to be the 

teacher’s responsibility by some first-year teachers. Although these three teachers had 

been encouraged to offer students opportunities to write about self-selected topics, each 

one assumed that second grade students were not capable of self-selecting a topic based 

on initial attempts to offer the opportunity to the students.  This became evident in the 

interviews I had with each teacher about topic selection.  

At the beginning of the school year, when Laura gave her students the opportunity 

to self-select a topic, she became frustrated when several students complained they didn’t 

know what to write.  Feeling threatened that she was losing control of the class, Laura 

quickly abandoned the idea of allowing the students to self-select and reverted to 

prescribing topics that focused primarily on holidays and special events.  Even when 

Laura realized that her topics were problematic for students who, for example, did not 

have the same sets of experiences, she assumed that her assigned topics were more 
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motivating for students than what they could think of independently, and she believed she 

was alleviating the students’ ability to complain about not knowing what to write about.   

 Karen’s experience with the writing center early in the school year led her to 

share Laura’s assumption that second graders were capable of writing only on topics that 

teachers perceived as important to children or writing from prompts teachers suggested. 

Karen described her writing instruction to be the most successful because when the 

students were “completely engaged,” such as when the class wrote letters to Santa Claus 

and letters to pen pals in another school—topics and writing assignments she planned.   

Even though writing instruction in Janet’s classroom was focused on grammar, 

punctuation, capitalization, and spelling, Janet professed more allegiance than Laura or 

Karen to her students writing about topics of their choice.  Every Friday, the second 

graders in Janet’s classroom had the opportunity to self-select a topic for writing.  Like 

Laura and Karen, Janet also became frustrated when students complained they didn’t 

know what to write about and exhibited inappropriate behavior.  Janet assumed the 

students’ poor behavior, especially when they were given the opportunity to write about a 

topic of their choice, was because writing, especially trying to think of what to write 

about, was too difficult.  Continuing to assign topics such as Easter and Mother’s Day 

revealed Janet’s assumption that all children shared her interests.    

Summary 

Laura, Janet, and Karen came to their first year of teaching in second-grade 

classrooms with different experiences.  Two important themes emerged from analysis of 

the data that led to the assumptions about writing instruction that these three teachers 

shared.  Various sources influenced and affected the writing instruction their first year in 
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the classroom.  Describing themselves as unprepared for the challenges of teaching 

writing, they assumed that their teacher-education programs had not prepared them to 

teach writing rather than recognizing that the teacher-education programs had prepared 

them to think globally about how students learn.  They assumed that their assigned 

mentor teacher would be a master teacher able to provide all the information they needed 

to know about curriculum, practice, and school procedures.  They also assumed that 

anything the mentor teacher could not provide would come from their colleagues on the 

grade-level teams rather than taking the initiative to seek information or training on their 

own.  When teaching writing proved to be challenging, they assumed that observing an 

experienced second-grade teacher teaching writing would supply a model for the 

procedures and structure they needed rather than approaching writing instruction as a 

practice that developed and improved with experience as they worked daily with students 

becoming writers.  They assumed that their memories of learning to write as students in 

elementary school would inform writing instruction in their classrooms when they did not 

understand the writing assignments suggested in the curriculum.  They assumed that 

writing followed a linear sequence of steps, failing to recognize that writing is recursive 

rather than linear, with writers continually moving forward and backward between steps. 

They described writing to be the most difficult subject to teach because they assumed that 

managing behavior required class control such that all the students were working at the 

same place and about the same pace through the identified linear steps.  They assumed 

that conferring with a student about his or her writing meant only editing the student’s 

work for the conventions and mechanics of writing rather than the opportunity to 

celebrate and support the student’s progress expressing his or her ideas in written form.  
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They assumed a responsibility for assigning topics and prompts rather than encouraging 

students to write about topics of personal interest.  They assumed that a standard for 

writing expectations for students at each grade level would answer the question “What 

am I suppose to teach?” rather than recognizing the value of accepting each student 

where he or she is as writers and moving forward together from that position.  From these 

assumptions come implications for change in the ways teacher educators and school 

administrators support beginning teachers as they accept the challenge of teaching 

writing during their first year in the classroom.  
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Chapter VI: 
Findings, Limitations, and Implications 

 
 To better understand the perceptions of beginning teachers teaching writing 

during their first year in the classroom, I interviewed and observed three novice second 

grade teachers.  My purpose was to identify and understand the sources of their 

knowledge and their perceptions about writing instruction.  I used case study 

methodology to build accounts of these teachers, drawing on their nominations of sources 

that informed their decisions about curriculum, organization, and student expectations.  In 

debriefing interviews that followed my observations of writing instruction, I asked the 

teachers to reflect on their teaching and on the sources that informed their practice.  

Taken together, these three different cases highlight the needs of first year teachers for 

preparation and ongoing support as they step into the primary classroom and accept the 

challenge of teaching writing for the first time.   

 The chapter is divided into three sections.  In the first section, I summarize the 

findings as they address each of the research questions.  Next, I describe the limitation of 

the study, especially the limitations that relate to the small sample, the time length of the 

study, and to my role as the observer and interviewer.  In the third section I synthesize the 

findings with implications to include suggestions for practical application and further 

research in an effort to better prepare beginning teachers for the challenges of teaching 

writing.  

Findings 

From my first impressions at our initial interview to our final debriefing 

interview, I concluded that these young women were excited about teaching as a 
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profession, confident in the decisions they made in their classrooms, and thrilled to have 

someone to talk with about their first teaching experience.  Based on these conversations, 

I address the questions that initially guided my questions for this research.  

 

Research Question 1:  What do beginning teachers report to be their perceived 

strengths and struggles in teaching writing prior to entering the classroom for their 

first year of teaching? 

 First-year teachers enter the elementary classroom with a naivety about teaching 

writing.  Although they did not think that teaching writing is going to be particularly 

easy, they did not anticipate that teaching writing is going to present a challenge.  

Teachers who have graduated from teacher education programs report exposure to 

reading and math methods courses, but the coursework on teaching writing does not 

receive the same attention.  The message these novice bring into with them as a first year 

teacher is that writing must not require the same set of teacher knowledge or teaching 

skills or as other areas of the curriculum.  Therefore, beginning teachers initially 

approach teaching writing from what they remember about learning to write as students 

in elementary school.  They perceive those memories as a strength that supports their 

teaching.   

When the school year began, novice teachers seem to feel confident in their 

abilities, but they often quickly discover the challenges of teaching writing.  When 

students vocalized not knowing what to write about both when the teacher assigned a 

topic and when the teacher gave the student the opportunity to self-select a topic, the 

beginning teachers in this study reported struggling with knowing how to motivate the 
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students.  When behavior management interfered with writing instruction, these first-year 

teachers were quick to feel as though they were losing control of the class.  They 

struggled with knowing how to foster self-confidence in the students while at the same 

time accepting the writing each student produced.  

 In addition to behavior management, the first year teachers I observed struggled 

with time management.  They found it challenging to address what they considered to be 

the basics—reading and math—often reporting not having time to teach writing.  

Understanding how writing instruction connected to literacy presented was a challenge to 

these beginning teachers who felt the need to adhere to a rigid daily schedule set by an 

administrator.  In addition to finding time to teach writing, these first year teachers 

struggled with how to effectively use the writing instructional time.  They reported 

struggling with trying to balance the time spent discussing writing with the time spent 

revising and editing individual student work.  The instructional time each teacher spent 

revising and editing individual student work created opportunities for other students to be 

off task and for behavior issues to escalate.   

The strengths these novice teachers relied on to support the decisions they made 

about writing instruction proved to be more problematic than helpful.  They floundered 

not knowing where to find answers to their questions and who to ask for additional 

guidance if and when they realized that they were struggling.  

. 
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Research Question 2:  What was the relationship between the teacher’s account of 

writing instruction and the writing instruction I observed?  

Frequently, the novice teachers in this study expressed their satisfaction with the 

writing instruction I observed.  However, their descriptions and analysis of what I 

observed did not align with my expectations for effective writing instruction.  These 

beginning teachers consider writing instruction to be effective and successful when all of 

the students were on task, filling pages with words spelled conventionally, and using 

correct punctuation as they wrote.  I observed many writing conferences that focused on 

correcting mechanics rather than on the content of the student’s work.  

 The opportunities for students to write freely on self-selected topics were 

minimal.  The expectation of these novice teachers was that the students could write 

anything they wanted—as long as it related to the assigned topic.  I observed students 

frustrated by the assigned prompts and complaining they had nothing to write about.  I 

observed students put down their heads and crawl under student desks because they did 

not want to write.  I observed behavior problems that made teaching writing frustrating..   

Student writing and writing instruction rarely crossed into other content areas.  

Writing instruction that connected to literature in ways that inspired students to learn 

from an author’s craft or express ideas by connecting back to the text was not part of any 

writing experience I observed.  Most troubling is that while all these teachers knew at 

some level their students were not writing as well as they would have liked and that their 

instruction was not as effective as they would have wanted, they had no idea of what 

effective writing instruction could be and were not motivated to seek answers beyond the 

resources that were immediately available.   
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 Research Question 3:  What sources of knowledge do beginning teachers say they 

draw on as resources (e.g., models, readings, coursework, mentors) as they teach 

writing during their first year?   

 The most prevalent source of knowledge each of the three teachers reported to 

draw from was their personal experience as a child in school learning to write.  These 

memories guided their expectations for students as writers; the way writing instruction 

was organized and delivered by the teacher, and the content of writing instruction 

including writing assignments.  

In addition to their experiences learning to write, two of these first-year teachers 

looked only to the most immediate sources available for guidance in writing instruction—

the assigned mentor teacher even when the mentor teacher was not a master writing 

teacher or did not teach writing at all.  When one teacher in the study did not have a 

mentor teacher for guidance, she relied only on her own experiences rather than seeking 

an alternative resource.  The expectation for the beginning teacher was that the assigned 

mentor would be available and prepared to provide guidance for all questions that arose 

during their first year.  

In addition to mentor teachers, all three teachers regarded the colleagues with 

whom they met weekly to plan for instruction as critical sources of knowledge.  This was 

true even when the team was supportive and willing to share information with one of the 

teachers.    

Some beginning teachers have family members—mothers, sister, aunts—who are 

teaching and serve as a resource to the first-year teacher.  Ironically, it is the knowledge 

from mentor teachers and other colleagues who are not knowledgeable about effective 
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writing instruction that can cause writing instruction to become even more challenging 

and frustrating for the beginning teacher.  

Substantiating the research of Grossman et al (2000), teacher education 

coursework and fieldwork experiences are rarely credited as a source of knowledge by 

the teachers in this study.  .     

LIMITATIONS 

 The primary sources of data for this study were the interviews with the participant 

teachers.  While my years of experience as a classroom teacher contributed to the rapport 

I was able to quickly establish with each teacher, those experiences also created a biased 

view that limits the reliability of the study.  Yet, a researcher without experience teaching 

writing to young children might not have been able to evaluate the context and probe the 

participants from the place of experience during the observation and interview sequence.  

I am not unaware of the need for caution as I used the teachers’ self-reported 

descriptions of their thinking about writing instruction and assume they were straight-

forward and accurate.  During my interviews, I was conscious of my questioning style 

and intonation, hoping to avoid the possibility of signaling the participants to provide the 

answers they thought I wanted to hear (Wortham, 2001).  Repeating similar questions in 

different interviews allowed me to address any uncertainties or misunderstandings I had 

concerning the participant’s responses.  I also tried to guard against any 

misrepresentation by asking the teachers to review with me the notes from my 

observation to verify the observations I recorded in the transcripts.   

 Next, my purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) was limited to six second and third 

grade teachers.  From that, the sample was reduced to three second grade teachers.  This 
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small sample makes generalization across the population of novice teachers more 

challenging.  There is great probability there are novice teachers who enter the classroom 

from teacher education programs well-prepared and well supported by the professional 

community as they experience their first year.  

In addition to the small number of participants, the study also has limitations of 

variability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The schools where my participants were teaching 

had similar demographics.  And, although there was diversity in age, ethnicity, and 

experience in teacher education across the three participants, a larger sampling would 

have offered a broader range of possibilities to consider for sources of knowledge and 

perceptions of writing instruction.   

 Finally, the study took place over a short amount of time—the last ten weeks 

before school was dismissed for summer.  This is an extremely short time span to 

consider the possibilities for any shifts in perceptions about writing instruction I might 

have hoped to observe and document.  In addition, in a three-year study of ten first-year 

teachers teaching writing, Grossman et al. (2000) suggested the danger of drawing 

conclusions based on what teachers do in their first year, documenting  that the tools 

developed during teacher education were in more evidence during the second year in the 

classroom.  A longitudinal study following these three teachers through their second year, 

and beyond one interview, may have revealed additional insights into their perceptions 

about writing instruction and students as writers. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

Implications for teacher education 

 The three novice teachers in this study came into the classroom with prior 

knowledge of what writing is and how it is taught.  The knowledge was limited to what 

they knew about writing from a student’s point of view and was based on limited 

observations of teachers during pre-service training.  These teachers’ prior knowledge 

about writing and writing instruction failed to reflect more current thinking about writing 

as a process of “scaffolding and supporting children’s language development in ways that 

broaden the writer’s expressive possibilities, deepen his/her understanding of written 

language and text, and socialize the writer into the role of literate adult (Calkins, 1986; 

Graves, 1983, Mururray, 1979).”  These findings in the case studies of these three novice 

teachers reinforce the purpose for the challenge issued by Florio-Ruane and Lensmire 

(1990) to “initiate prospective teachers into the problems and possibilities of teaching 

writing inventively and meaningfully (p.1)” and point those in teacher education to the 

need for explicit instruction in writing methods.  Teacher preparation has traditionally 

emphasized teaching reading as opposed to teaching writing (Pardo, 2006) which 

suggests to beginning teachers that teaching writing is not as important as teaching 

reading.  However, researchers (Shanahan, 1988, Tierney & Shanahan, 1991) document 

learning to read and learning to write as reciprocal functions.  Children who write 

become more fluent and avid readers.  Reading is a source for writing ideas.  Reading 

also provides the writer with models for various writing styles and techniques.  The 

opportunity to inform pre-service teachers of the important connection between learning 

to read and learning to write begins with the methods course taught before students enter 
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classrooms for field observation—not a reading methods course but a course on teaching 

literacy that equally emphasizes the two processes.  The implication for teacher education 

is the need for a literacy methods course with a shared focus or reading and writing 

instruction would introduce pre-service teachers to the idea that writing should include 

“strategies for thinking and formulating ideas for the purpose of communicating, 

influencing or entertaining an audience (Kennedy 1998).”   

 Just as critical as the need to provide pre-service teachers with effective strategies 

for teaching writing, is the need to provide deep and continuing experiences in well-

established workshops to support teachers as they develop their identity as a writer 

(Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Schrofel, 1991).  A second implication for teacher 

education addresses the issue of the teacher’s self-confidence and positive attitudes about 

writing—both of which have been shown to be significant for becoming and effective 

writing teacher (Mayher, 1990; Street, 2006).  Although one of the teachers in this study 

was self-confident as a writer, the other two teachers perceived themselves as reluctant 

writers.  Pre-service coursework that includes opportunities for prospective teachers to 

learn to write by writing would support teachers as they develop their identity as a writer 

and simultaneously gain confidence in themselves both as a writer and as a writing 

teacher.  

 Teacher educators have the challenge of preparing prospective teachers in ways 

that are relevant and meaningful.  Determining what novice teachers know about writing 

instruction and how they arrived at what they know further informs teacher education as 

to what needs to be included in coursework to improve the preparation for beginning 

writing teachers.  Further research is needed in the development of pre-service and in-



 165 

service coursework that includes opportunities for teachers to transform their prior 

experiences in learning to write to knowledge that informs their practice of teaching 

students to write.  The goal is for the knowledge students acquire as part of their 

professional development sequence be internalized such that it is a source of knowledge 

their first year in the classroom.   

 

 Implications for school-based mentor teacher programs 

 Mentoring novice teachers has become a prevalent component of programs that 

help beginning teachers transition during their first year (Schwille, 2008).  A study of 375 

first and second grade teachers examined the new teachers’ experience with a mentor the 

first year and concluded that teachers often have inappropriate mentor-matches and a low 

percentage of new teachers actually have conversations with their mentor about the core 

activities of their teaching (Kardos & Moore, 2010).  This study parallels the experiences 

of the three teachers in this research.  Two of the teachers had assigned mentor teachers 

but never had a conversation with their mentor about writing instruction.  The third 

teacher had an inappropriate mentor-match and therefore did not have a positive 

relationship with her mentor teacher.  The implication from the experience of these three 

beginning teachers reinforces the call for induction programs with mentors to ease the 

transition of beginning teachers into full-time teaching.   

Mentoring programs with experienced teachers actively working with novice 

teachers on a daily basis have shown to increase teacher retention and to improve the 

instruction of new teachers (Odell, 1986).  The lack of expertise the mentor teachers in 

this study reveals the need for programs where mentor teachers receive training to 
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support their work with new teachers especially as it impacts their practice and develops 

their expertise as they teach writing.  Further research is needed to extend Street’s (2004) 

work and address the ways mentor teachers provide resources, content knowledge, 

organization knowledge, and an understanding of student expectations for novice 

teachers especially in the teaching of writing.   

A second implication for education reformers to consider is the possibility of 

multiple mentors rather than one mentor for all subject areas.  Mirroring the medical 

model where physicians in training observe and work under the direction of many 

mentor-specialists as they develop their skill and expertise, so could the teacher mentor.  

Educators and administrators need to be open to the possibility of every experienced 

teacher serving as a mentor to any novice teacher.  Again, looking to the medical model 

where the training program for physicians consists of three and four years as a resident, 

teachers could be regarded as novices the first three years in the classroom.  Every 

teacher on the grade level would serve as a mentor with each teacher serving as the 

mentor for different subject areas.  With this model, beginning teachers would have 

instructional support for all areas, not just the designated mentor teacher’s area of interest 

or expertise.  Continuing the work of Odell (1986), research that examines the mentoring 

teacher model as it currently exists in practice and research that explores alternative 

models for mentoring beginning teachers offer the possibility of improved instruction and 

increased teacher retention.   
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Implications for beginning teachers 

 Developing a professional identity may be the most challenging aspect of becoming a 

teacher.  The call for beginning teachers to take responsibility for professional learning is not new 

to the literature (McCormack, Gore, and Thomas, 2006; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kagan, 1992).  

The implication is especially true for beginning teachers who enter the classroom with a sense of 

entitlement—either they already know everything they need to know or an assigned mentor will 

supply the information to them.  Further implication of this research is the expectation of 

administrators and master teachers for first-year teaches to recognize their professional obligation 

and take the initiative to learn more about their craft.  Resources are available in the 

professional libraries at schools as well as in the public libraries for beginning teachers to 

read and learn more about teaching writing.  Beginning teachers who feel that observing a 

master writing teacher would benefit their practice should seek out those teachers rather than 

waiting for an invitation to be issued from the administration.  To become more effective as a 

writing teacher, teachers need to attend writing workshops to build their self-confidence—

crucial for growth in writing and teaching to occurs, and significant because writing is 

not an activity that encourages confidence in one’s own abilities (Mayher, 1990; Bratcher 

& Stroble, 1994) 

Future research points to the need for longitudinal studies of teachers through the 

first three years of their practice.  Longitudinal research would provide insight into the 

ways the sources of knowledge for beginning teachers shifted or changed.  It would also 

provide researchers the opportunity to examine the ways beginning teachers modified 

writing instruction as they reflected on their practice and worked to implement new 

knowledge and strategies.  Longitudinal studies would allow researchers to explore the 
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ways beginning teachers are encouraged and supported by teacher educators and 

administrators to develop a professional identity. 

It would be interesting to know if any of the teachers in this study develop a 

professional identity.  It would be helpful as a teacher educator preparing prospective 

teachers to enter the classroom to plan coursework that would be powerful and pertinent 

from their first day as the teacher teaching writing to their students.  Finding ways to 

make writing instruction more effective by instilling the desire for ongoing professional 

training by the novices in the profession would surely add to the quality of instruction in 

the classroom.   

CONCLUSION 

This study was an attempt to satisfy my curiosity about beginning teachers 

experiencing the challenge of teaching writing for the first time.  I found teachers willing 

to invite me into their classroom to observe their writing instruction and willing to talk 

with me afterwards about what I had observed.  I was able to analyze the data to examine 

the sources that influence and affect writing instruction and to explore the assumptions 

beginning teachers have about students learning to write.  In the end, I was able to answer 

the questions that guided my research and offer implications for changes in teacher 

education, school-based mentor programs, and for beginning teachers.   

Even with these questions answered, my curiosity is not satisfied.  Research is 

needed that examines how the methods courses taught during the pre-service sequence 

can better support the thinking of beginning teachers as they teach writing for the first 

time.  These findings also highlight the need for research that explores the discussions 

about writing instruction provided for teachers in alternative certification programs.  
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The way school administrators support the beginning teacher in the classroom is 

another area that warrants further research.  Also open for investigation is the selection 

process for mentor teachers and the role of the mentor teacher as a resource for the 

beginning novice.  The findings in this study also call for research that addresses how 

writing instruction improves as teachers gain experience and research that questions the 

practice of reassigning first year teachers to a different grade level for their second year.  

Finally, this study suggests the need for research that provides a better understanding of 

the factors and influences that support the novice teacher becoming the master teacher—

especially in the area of writing instruction.   

The findings and implication from these three case studies add to the body of 

literature that examines writing instruction, teacher education, novice teachers, and 

school-based mentor programs.  It points to the need for more research that examines the 

ways first year teachers are prepared and supported as they attempt to teach writing for 

the first time.  Most importantly, it reminds us of our responsibility to recognize the 

challenge that writing instruction holds for all teachers, and the need for those who can to 

support those who are learning how. 
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Appendix A 
  Email to Principals 

 
 Dear Ms. __________________, 
 
 I write to ask for your cooperation in a study of beginning teachers that I hope to 
conduct in Austin schools.  My name is Kathleen McDonnold, and I’m currently a 
doctoral student and an Instructor at the University of Texas at Austin—teaching pre-
service teachers how to teach reading and writing.  My most recent AISD school 
experience was in Doss Elementary, where I taught first grade for many years, but I’ve 
also taught at Govalle and Wooldridge.  I am interested in researching how new teachers 
implement writing instruction—and what they report to be their biggest obstacles to 
teaching writing.  The participants in this study will include novice second and third 
grade teachers.   
  

I need your help as I try to identify and invite new second and third grade teachers 
to allow me to observe in their classrooms during the time devoted to writing over several 
weeks.  Because the study I’m proposing is observational, I will neither interfere with nor 
change any of the ongoing instruction.  My role will be a silent and supportive observer.  
Because of my role as a researcher in this study, I will not be assessing or mentoring the 
teachers of the children. 
 
 I am solely interested in recording what the teachers say are their own perceptions 
of their strengths and struggles as they teach writing during their first year in the 
classroom.  

 
 I believe insights from this research will help to develop improved educator 

preparation courses and better-prepared teachers.  Teachers you nominate would agree to 
two interviews followed by five bi-weekly (pre-scheduled) classroom observations 
during regular writing instruction.  When possible, the observations will be followed by a 
short debriefing interview. 

 
Once the study has concluded, I will be happy to provide any professional 

development in which you or your new teachers are interested.  This study will have 
Internal Review Board approval from both the University of Texas and Austin 
Independent Schools.  Further, if you have questions or concerns, any member of my 
doctoral committee would be happy to speak with you:  James Hoffman, Nancy Roser, 
Randy Bomer (471-4041); Beth Maloch (471-4381); and Diane Schallert (471- 0092).  

 
 If you have a beginning second or third grade teacher on your campus for the 
2008-2009 school year and you are interested in nominating that teacher for participation 
in the study, I would greatly appreciate your consideration.  Please contact me (or pass 
my contact information to an interested candidate).  Again, my name is Kathleen 
McDonnold, and my email is kmcdonnold@mail.utexas.edu.  If you have further 
questions, please feel free to email or telephone me at 512-459-9099.   

mailto:kmcdonnold@mail.utexas.edu�
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Appendix B  
Email to Potential Participants 

 
Dear Ms. __________________, 
 
 I write to ask your cooperation in a study of beginning teachers that I hope to 
conduct in Austin schools.  My name is Kathleen McDonnold, and I’m currently a 
doctoral student and an Instructor at the University of Texas at Austin—teaching pre-
service teachers how to teach reading and writing.  My most recent AISD school 
experience was in Doss Elementary, where I taught first grade for many years, but I’ve 
also taught at Govalle and Wooldridge.  I am interested in researching how new teachers 
implement writing instruction—and what they report to be their biggest obstacles to 
teaching writing. 
  

I need your help as I try to study the ways new teachers think about writing 
instruction by allowing me to observe in your classroom during the time devoted to 
writing over several weeks.  Because the study I’m proposing is observational, I will 
neither interfere with nor change any of the ongoing instruction.  My role will be a silent 
and supportive observer.  Because of my role as a researcher in this study, I will not be 
assessing your instruction or offering teaching suggestions.   
 
 I am solely interested in recording what you say are your own perceptions of your 
strengths and struggles as you teach writing during your first year in the classroom.  

 
 I believe insights from this research will help to develop improved educator 

courses and better-prepared teachers.  Your commitment, should you decide to 
participate, will be to participate in two interviews followed by five bi weekly (pre-
scheduled) classroom observations during regular writing instruction.  When possible, the 
observations will be followed by a short debriefing. 

 
  This study will have Internal Review Board approval from both the University of 

Texas and Austin Independent Schools.  Further, if you have questions or concerns, any 
member of my doctoral committee would be happy to speak with you: James Hoffman, 
Nancy Roser, Randy Bomer (471-4041); Beth Maloch (471- 4381); and Diane Schallert 
(471- 0092).  

 
 Your principal has nominated you for participation in the study. I would greatly 
appreciate your consideration.  If you are interested and willing to consider being a part 
of this research, please contact me at your earliest convenience.  Again, my name is 
Kathleen McDonnold, and my email is kmcdonnold@mail.utexas.edu.  If you have 
further questions, please feel free to email or telephone me at 512-459-9099.   
   
 

 

mailto:kmcdonnold@mail.utexas.edu�
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Appendix C   
Introductory Interview #1 

 
We will be talking today about your class and how your school year is going.  Our goal is 
to get to know each other so that you feel more comfortable when I come to observe in 
your writing class.  Remember, I’m not supervising you. I will not be reporting to the 
principal or to any supervisor.  I’m hoping to learn with you from your experiences.   
 

1. Tell me about the class.   
How many students are there?  Boys?  Girls? 
What are they like?   
Personalities? 
Learning differences? 
What seems to be working well?   
Any surprises?   

 
2. Tell me about the school. 

Is it similar/different to any of the schools where you did your internships and 
student teaching? 
What about your colleagues?  Do you meet?  Plan together?  Have a lot of 
autonomy?  Who do you consider to be your mentor on campus?  How did they 
come to be? 

 
3. Tell me about your pre-service education. 

What did you like about the experience?  Do you feel as though your student- 
teaching experience prepared you for this first year?  Was the school where you 
student taught similar/different?  What about the students?  Is there anything you 
feel you missed?  Anything you feel as though you weren’t prepared for when you 
got your own classroom?  

        
4. Tell me about your college experience. 

Where did you go to school?  Why did you select that school?  What did you like 
about college?  What do you miss?  What surprised you about college? 
   

5. Tell me about your own school experiences.  
What do you remember about second (or third) grade?  What feels the same?  
What seems very different?  Where did you go to school? How does this school 
seem similar/ different?  Do you remember your second-(or third-) grade teacher?  
What was he/she like?  What do you remember about second (or third) grade?  
Anything you really liked?  Anything you disliked? 
 

6.   Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
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Appendix D 
 Introductory Interview #2 

 
Today, I would like to get you know you better as a teacher.  
1. Tell me about your decision to become a teacher.   

Do you remember when you decided you wanted to become a teacher?  What 
made you decide to become a teacher?  What other choices did you consider? 

 
2. Tell me about a favorite teacher.  What made him/her such a special teacher? 

What about one of the worst teachers you ever had? 
What did that teacher do to earn the title? 
 

      3. Tell me about what you remember about learning to read and write in school  
and/or at home. 
How did you feel about reading and writing? 
What do you remember about being taught to read? 
Do you remember the name of a favorite book?  
What do you remember about being taught to write?  Do you remember any 
specific writing assignments?  What were your reading and writing teachers like?   
Did you think of yourself as a reader or a writer as a child?  Do you now? 
What do you read? What do you write? 

 
4. Tell me about your students as readers and writers.  What do they like to read? 

Are you reading a book together as a class?  If so, what book? 
What do they like to write?  What do you notice about their writing? 
What do you hope to teach them about writing?   

 
5. Let’s talk about how you believe kids learn best. 

What do you see as your role as teacher in the classroom? 
 What is the role of the teacher in the school? 
 

6. At a party, if someone asks you about good teaching, what would you say? 
 
7. What “feeds” you as a teacher? 

Where do you go when you don’t know what to do?  When you’re stumped? 
Where do you discover ideas for teaching writing? 

 
8. I would like to begin observing during writing next week. 

What are you feeling the most comfortable about as a writing teacher? 
What seems to be going well? 
Is there anything you are concerned about? 
Anything that seems different from what you anticipated? 
Different from your student-teaching experience?  

 
9. Is there anything we haven’t discussed that you would like for me to know? 
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Appendix E   
Classroom Observation Debriefing Interview 

 
 

1.  Tell me about what I saw today during writing instruction.   
                 Where did get your idea for today’s lesson? 

 
2.  I noticed you doing  . . . .  What made you decide to teach this lesson today?   
Where did you learn to do that?  Where did you get your idea? 
 
3.  How are you feeling about the writing in your classroom today? 
What do you think went well?  What do think didn’t work well?  Why do you 
think so? 

 
4.  Let’s talk about what you hoped would happen. 
What plan did you have before teaching just now?  What were your goals?  What 
helped you to decide that those should be your goals? 

 
5.  Let’s talk about how the students responded to the lesson and let’s look at 
some of the writing. 

  
6.  Let’s talk about today.   

What is like what you were doing earlier this week?  How was it similar or 
different from writing earlier this week or last week? 

 
7.  If you were able to teach that lesson again, what would you wish you knew  

more about?  How would you go about learning it? 
 

8.  What do you plan to teach next?  What resources do you think you might use 
for    planning your next lesson? 
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Appendix F  
 Focus Questions for Debriefing Interviews 

 
 

Focus Question #1 – Tell me about the writing materials in your classroom. 
Where do you get the paper?  The pencils and pens?  If you wanted to use 
a different kind of paper, where would you get it?  What writing supplies 
were available to you when school started?   

 
Focus Question #2 – Do you have a mentor teacher or an instructional coach?   

What is your relationship with this person?  How often do you meet or 
talk? How was this person selected?  Do you observe lessons this person 
teaches? 

 
Focus Question #3 – Have you had any opportunities for professional  

development in writing instruction?  Can you describe them?  What did 
you learn that was helpful or meaningful?  Have there been professional 
development opportunities in writing instruction offered that you did not 
have the time to attend?  Are there any professional development 
programs that focus on writing you hope to attend in the future?  How did 
you hear about them?  

 
Focus Question #4 – Are there any professional books about writing instruction  

on your book shelf?  Where did you get them?  Did the school provide any 
professional resources?  What have you read?  Has anything you read been 
helpful?  If you wanted to read professional literature on writing 
instruction, where do you think you could find it? 

 
Focus Question #5 – How do you feel about your writing teaching this year? 

What do you plan to do in the future exactly the same way you did this 
year?  What changes are you thinking about for next year?  Why?  What 
resources do you think might be helpful as you plan to teach writing next 
year?  Are you planning to participate in any professional development on 
writing instruction?  If so, what are you thinking about?  Why are you 
interested in that particular program?  How do you think your students 
grew as writers this year?  What were you hoping for your students to 
achieve as writers by the end of the school year?  Do you think you met 
that goal?  How did you do that?   
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