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ABSTRACT

BEGINNING TEACHERS LEARN TO TEACH WRITING: FINESSING
TEACHING CONTEXT SHAPES EVOLVING PRACTICE

By
Laura Sue Pardo

This study was conducted within a sociocultural framework and viewed
beginning teachers instruction through the lens of teaching writing. The research
is in response to a national call for more focused attention on teaching writing in
elementary schools, work in urban schools, and research on teacher knowledge
and beginning teachers. The research question was: What influences beginning
teachers in an urban setting as they translate and implement a particular aspect
of their writing curriculum into practice? Sub questions were designed to probe
into teachers’ knowledge sources by drawing on their understanding of writing
curriculum and through observation of their evolving practice. These questions
were: What knowledge sources do these teachers draw on? What contextual
factors influence their instructional decisions? How do they manage the various
knowledge sources and aspects of their context?

To address these questions, three beginning teachers were observed and
interviewed across one school year. The focus of the interviews and
observations was on writing instruction. Some observations were videotaped
and followed by viewing sessions, where each teacher explained the knowledge
sources and other factors that influenced the writing instruction during that

particular lesson. Interviews were conducted before and after the study as well



as once around the materials that each teacher used to teach writing. Field
notes were maintained across the year as well.

Analysis focused on determining how each teacher thought about and
made instructional decisions for teaching writing. Findings revealed that these
teachers drew from a range of knowledge sources, and that contextual factors
inherent in teaching also influenced teachers’ instructional decisions. These
factors included the policy environment, school, community, students,
colleagues, materials, teaching tools and the teacher’'s own identity. Further, this
research suggests that teachers learn to teach writing by finding ways to work
successfully within their unique teaching context. Teachers acquiesce,
accommodate, resist policy as they try to balance, navigate, and juggle their
teaching contexts; they eventually learn to finesse their teaching contexts as
teaching practices evolve.

Implications emerged from this study that focus attention on teacher
preparation, induction, and professional development. Beginning teachers are
supported in various ways and with different amounts of support as they try to
determine how to navigate teaching contexts. Systems of support already in
place may need to provide additional attention to issues of teaching context in

order to best support the development of beginning teachers.
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Chapter 1
WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT LEARNING TO TEACH WRITING
A Look into a Beginning Teacher’'s Classroom

The time was around 9:30 in the morning, the setting was the classroom
of second year teacher, Bethany. She and | had gathered around the TV/VCR
unit mounted to the ceiling in her room to view a videotape of the writing lesson
that she taught two days earlier. Bethany's students had Art for an hour, and
then Music, so we had the room to ourselves on a chilly December morning. The
Writing Workshop that was captured on videotape occurred near the end of a
writing project that Bethany’s urban students had been engaged in for about two
weeks. The students had read two picture books by Faith Ringgold (Cassie’s
Word Quilt, 2002; Tar Beach, 1991) including one about a quilt and they were
now in the process of making their own quilt. Bethany and the reading teacher
who worked with her had collaboratively selected the topic “determination” for the
focus of the quilt. Each student was asked to write a paragraph about
determination and then illustrate the picture, first on a square sheet of paper, but
eventually on a fabric quilt square. In the lesson we viewed during this viewing
session, Bethany was leading a shared writing to construct the introductory
paragraph that would be at the center of the quilt. As she explained the process
to me, she began to lament the instructional decision she had made during the
project to write the introductory paragraph after the students wrote their individual
paragraphs.

The only thing | did do, which | messed up at the beginning of the project,
is when | should have done the shared writing together, and then sent



them off to do their one paragraphs, and then come back for the closing at
the end.

Here Bethany clearly saw an instructional decision that she wished she could
change. In hindsight, she thought it would have made more sense to do the
introductory paragraph prior to asking the students to write their own paragraphs
about determination. As Bethany continued her monologue, it became clear that
this was not a planned instructional decision, in fact, she admitted she was not
exactly sure how it happened.
I don’t know what happened. | was up there explaining it, and | said we're
going to do this, and | said can everyone think of a time when they were
determined. We went through and talked about what it meant to be
determined.
In this section, Bethany recognized that she was following a pattern she often
used to get students ready to write. She asked them each to think and then talk
about the topic. In this case, Bethany realized that after the group sharing, she
simply asked students to begin writing. In a prior lesson, | observed Bethany ask
students to think about the theme of Thanksgiving and then, as the students
shared their ideas with the class, Bethany created her own list of ideas on a
concept web style template. After she had filled up the first box of the template,
she then modeled for her students how to use those ideas to write an
introductory paragraph. My hunch is that Bethany had originally planned to
follow a similar pattern with the determination writing, but that for some reason,
she forgot, and asked the students to begin writing their paragraphs immediately
after the class sharing. Her next sentence confirmed that hunch.

The next day we were already revising and some of the kids thought they
were done.



This statement showed that it did not take students long to draft the paragraphs,
and the next day she felt she had to move into revision. | took this to mean that
she felt she had lost the opportunity to write the introductory paragraph near the
beginning of the project. As Bethany continued, she tried to examine why she
ended up doing the paragraph at the end of the project.

Then | was going to do the shared writing in the middle, when everyone

was at different parts, but [the reading teacher] said, “Well, let’s finish

them,” and we finished the paragraphs.
This statement provided evidence of Bethany'’s reliance on those more
knowledgeable than herself. It is likely that since she had not completed a
project like this previously, she followed the suggestion of a more experienced
teacher. Even though Bethany ultimately made the decision to wait and do the
introductory paragraph at the end of the project, she was not pleased with her
decision.

So | did it backwards. It felt backwards to me. They've already done their
paragraphs, and | was supposed to do the introduction first.

It is possible that Bethany was drawing from her own background knowledge of
how writing proceeds. She may also have recalled course work from her teacher
preparation program that talked about writing as a process. Whatever the
reason, it seemed clear to me that Bethany felt like she had made a poor
instructional decision by writing an introductory paragraph at the end, instead of
at the beginning, of the project.

Bethany continued to reflect on this decision as she unpacked what was

gained and lost by writing the introduction at the end.




Plus, | think if | would have done the introductory paragraph first, well, |
guess there are pros and cons. If | would have done it first | think some of
the kids who really didn’t know what it meant to be determined would have
had better ideas, because when we did break and go back to the seats
there were about four kids that | had to spend a lot of time talking to
[students] separately [i.e. individually], and going over the same thing,
what does it mean to be determined.

In this section, Bethany recalled that some students struggled to write their own

paragraphs and she attributed some of that to a lack of understanding of the term
determination. She hypothesized that if she had done the introductory paragraph
first, more of her students would have been able to understand what
determination meant, and would have had an easier time writing their individual
paragraphs. Bethany then carried out the pro/con scenario and considered what
was good about doing the introduction near the end of the project.

| guess the pro would be about coming together at the end, they all know

in detail what determination was. | think if | had done it at the beginning, |

would only have got the kids who knew what determined was, which
probably, at that point, was only three or four of them.

As Bethany considered the advantage of doing the introduction at the end, she
noted that all students had a better sense of determination and were able to
contribute to the conversation and the shaping of the introductory paragraph.
Since there was no compelling evidence to convince Bethany that her decision
was right or wrong, she contemplated an alternate instructional move.
The other thing | guess | could have done was done the introductory
paragraph at the beginning. Then after they'd done their paragraphs, |
could have gone back and we could have edited mine, ‘cause then they
could have seen the editing process.

Bethany attempted to rationalize an alternate way of modeling the introductory

paragraph. ltis likely that she drew on knowledge she had of her students and



how they would have benefited from a mini-lesson on editing. She also may
have remembered previous experiences or lessons where something done at the
beginning was revisited near the end. As she contemplated this new alternative,
she wound down her monologue with:

That would have probably been the best. Sometimes you make mistakes.
(Viewing Session 1, pp. 4-6)

Bethany’s final comments indicated that she had reflected on an instructional
decision and come up with a better method for next time. However, she also
acknowledged that she made an error in teaching, and that it is okay to make
mistakes. This indicated to me that Bethany learned from her experiences,
through trial and error, and from examining the ‘mistake’ after it happened.
Throughout this monologue, Bethany agonized over an unintentional
instructional decision. At first, Bethany stated, “| messed up, | did this
backwards.” As she talked however, she began to analyze the decision and
could see both pros and cons to the way she did it (writing the introductory
paragraph near the end of the project) and for the alternative (writing the
introductory paragraph at the beginning of the project). Her final statement
“sometimes you make mistakes” indicated that Bethany realized that, as a
beginning teacher, she was still learning. This example seemed to provide
evidence that Bethany drew on various sources of knowledge as she taught and
thought about the lesson. Her students, her background knowledge, her
previous experiences, her reading teacher colleague, and her sense of who she
was as a teacher (i.e. her identity) appeared to contribute to her understanding

and explanation of this instructional decision.



However, understanding how one learns to teach is likely more
complicated than analyzing one short monologue. Sources of knowledge that
beginning teachers draw on are likely more diverse than what this discussion
revealed. In order to understand more about teacher knowledge and how
beginning teachers learn to teach writing in urban schools, | examined three
beginning teachers writing instruction and attempted to determine what
knowledge sources influenced their instructional decisions for teaching writing.
In this chapter, | situate this study of Bethany and two other beginning teachers
in the literature on learning to teach, learning to teach writing, and learning to
teach writing in urban schools. The literature review will help us see how the
ideas Bethany grappled with here are illustrative of the complexities of learning to
teach writing in urban schools.

Learning to Teach

Learning to teach is a complex, lengthy undertaking because teachers
need to know many things about subject matter, learning, curriculum, children,
and pedagogy. Below | review several strands of research related to learning to
teach and examine what they do and do not help us understand about each
knowledge area and how the various areas intersect.

Perceived Problems of Beginning Teachers

Over the past twenty years, researchers have studied a variety of aspects
of learning to teach. Twenty years go in a literature review Veenman (1984)
examined the most common perceived proplems of beginning teachers. He

located 83 studies from around the world and from them he identified eight



common problems most often perceived by beginning teachers. Those problems
included classroom discipline, motivating students, dealing with individual
differences, assessing students’ work, relationships with parents, organization of
class work, inadequate teaching materials and supplies, and dealing with
problems of individual students. If beginning teachers perceive these problems
as obstacles to their teaching, one wonders how is it that they ever learn to
teach? Veenman's work was important because he provided researchers an
insight into the work of learning to teach through the eyes and experiences of
beginning teachers. However, Veenman'’s work did not address how beginning
teachers deal with these problems and how they learn to teach in spite of these
difficulties. What do they pay attention do? What do they ignore? Do the
perceived problems contribute to their instructional decisions in any way? This
study illuminates the factors that teachers pay attention to and that contribute to
their instructional decisions.
Teachers’ Thought Processes

Another line of work that emerged at this time concerned the thinking
processes of teachers (Clark & Peterson, 1986). These researchers theorized
that teachers’ thought processes included thinking about teacher planning,
teachgrs' thoughts and decisions, and teachers’ beliefs and theories. They
conducted a literature review organized by these three domains, examining fifty-
three studies across the domains. Their research found that teachers are
thoughtful about planning, they engage in up to eight different types of planning

and experienced teachers do more planning mentally and less on paper. They



found support for the notion that thinking plays an important role in teaching and
that attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions do influence how a teacher thinks about
teaching. “The emerging picture of the teacher as a reflective professional is a
developmental one that begins during undergraduate teacher education (or even
earlier) and continues to grow and change with professional experience” (p. 292).
Clark and Peterson’s work contributed greatly to the learning to teach literature
because they recognized that learning to teach involved cognitive processes.
They also discussed what has come to be referred to as “identity” — the way
attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions influence what teachers think about and how
they implement instruction. This study opened the door for future research about
how teachers’ thought processes are related to learning to teach. What this
research did not address was how teachers’ thinking about aspects of teaching
other than planning influence their instructional decisions. How does what
teachers think about the classroom environment, the neighborhood community,
and the larger policy climate influence learning to teach?
Attitudes, Beliefs, and Dispositions

Many researchers followed up on this work of examining the attitudes and
beliefs domain that Clark and Peterson identified as an important aspect to
teachers’ thinking by conducting additional research on teachers’ identity
(Danielwicz, 2001; Richardson, 1996; Stephens, Boldt, Clark, Gaffney, Shelton,
Story, & Weinzierl, 2000; Wideen, Mayer-Smith & Moon, 1998). In a meta-
analysis of 93 empirical studies on learning to teach, Wideen and his colleagues

found that the students enter a teacher education program with experiences,



expectations, and beliefs about teaching. While they found that many traditional
teacher education programs had little effect on teacher candidates beliefs, there
were some programs that were successful in changing the attitudes and beliefs
of their students. These successful programs built upon the beliefs of preservice
teachers and featured systematic and consistent long-term support in a
collaborative setting.

Stephens and colleagues (2000) studied four beginning teachers in an
attempt to determine how teachers construct new beliefs and change their
practices. At the end of the two years, two of the teachers had “altered their
beliefs and practices because they experimented with new ideas and practices
and because they focused on the skills and strategies of individual students” (p.
532). This body of work suggests that studies conducted with beginning
teachers need to account for the importance of their personal attitudes and
beliefs when thinking about pedagogy and teaching practice. However, at the
same time, it raises questions about how teachers’ identities, that is, teacher’s
beliefs, past experiences, attitudes, and dispositions, interact with students,
materials, colleagues, and curriculum and assessment policies.

Danielwicz (2001) explored how individuals become teachers and how
identities arise and develop. She found that teachers come to engage with their
own identities and that teaching becomes a state of being for them, rather than a
way of acting or behaving. Additionally she discovered that this process might
begin in teacher education, but it becomes accomplished during the beginning

years of teaching, when teachers, immersed in the life of teaching, take on a



teaching identity. Danielwicz describes teaching as “a complex and delicate act”
(p. 9) and claims that identity develops through practice She defines identity as
our own understanding of who we are, who other people think we are, and our
understanding of how we relate socially to others. Her study found that this
identity is shaped in teachers by the situations and others who work within the
same space and parameters. Since beginning teachers find themselves in
schools as teachers for the first time, they are still very much constructing their
teaching identity. This study examines teachers’ evolving identities and the
interactions of these identities with the other areas of teaching context.
Sources of Knowledge

Another line of research examined not only beginning teachers, but also
experienced teachers, and it looked at the sources of knowledge teachers draw
on to learn to teach (Kennedy, 2002; Shulman, 1987; Wilson & Berne, 1999).
While studies in this area have determined that teachers draw on a variety of
sources of knowledge when teaching, there are many interpretations of what
types of knowledge are needed, what each kind of knowledge consists of, and
how the various types of knowledge work together to inform instructional
decisions. For example, in a study of 45 teachers’ lessons, Kennedy (2002)
found that teachers draw on three sources of knowledge when making
instructional decisions. She describes craft knowledge as that which is acquired
through experience; systematic knowledge as the knowledge acquired through
undergraduate preparation, reading journals, and continuing professional

development; and prescriptive knowledge as that acquired through institutional
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policies. Kennedy also edited a book (1991) that speaks specifically to the kinds
of knowledge needed for teaching various subject matters, and since some of
those chapters describe writing, more information from Kennedy's work will be
presented later in the section on learning to teach writing.

Shulman (1987) described pedagogical content knowledge as knowledge
that blends knowledge of content, children, and how to best deliver that content
to children. Teaching that draws on pedagogical content knowledge emphasizes
comprehension, reasoning, transformation and reflection. Shulman also
describes a “wisdom of practice” that comes from experience and is embedded in
the everyday practice of teachers. This literature makes clear the many and
varied sources of knowledge that teachers must draw on for teaching. What it
does not make clear is how teachers learn to manage the various sources of
knowledge simultaneously. How do teachers know when to fore ground one type
of knowledge over another? How do they navigate and understand the various
overlaps among knowledge sources? What is also unclear is how pedagogical
content knowledge varies between contents. These questions remain
unanswered by the current literature, particularly in the area of writing.

Leaming to Teach Continuum

Drawing on her career-long work in teacher education, Feiman-Nemser
(2001) theorized about a learning to teach continuum. She identified and
organized ideas of learning to teach into a set of central tasks including analyzing
beliefs and forming new visions, developing subject matter knowledge for

teaching, developing understanding of learners and learning, developing a
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beginning repertoire, and developing the tools to study teaching. Each of these
tasks can be daunting and complicated; combined, they can cause new teachers
to feel overwhelmed and under-prepared to meet the rigors of classroom
teaching. Feiman-Nemser's continuum is helpful in understanding the various
stages that beginning teachers go through, yet because she described these
central tasks as if they stood alone, without overlap, one wonders how beginning
teachers are able develop each of the central tasks at the same time? If they
only develop one at a time, how do they know what to focus on first? What
guides their growth and decision making as they move along the learning to
teach continuum? This study examined beginning teachers as they tried to
engage in multiple central tasks simultaneously.
Concept Development

A more recent line of research within the learning to teach literature deals
with the role of concept development in learning to teach (Grossman,
Smagorinsky, & Valencia, 1999; Smagorinsky, Cook, & Johnson, 2003;
Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, Jackson, & Fry, 2004). These researchers argue
that beginning teachers often hold under-developed or pseudoconcepts about
theories and methods of teaching, and that these ill-formed concepts influence
instructional decisions. The terms conceptual and pedagogical tools are
introduced in this work with conceptual tools referring to principles, frameworks
and ideas and pedagogical tools referring to the classroom practices, strategies

and resources. Teachers whose conceptual tools are not fully developed, are
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likely to implement pedagogical tools based on what they observe, and not upon
a deeper conceptual understanding.

These researchers also acknowledge the influence of teaching identity
within this body of work and discuss the case of Andrea, a beginning teacher
who struggled to maintain and develop her identity amidst the confusion of
opposing conceptual models. Because identity develops as teachers learn to
recognize the role their own attitude, beliefs and dispositions have on their
instructional decisions; being confronted with opposing ideologies in schools can
cause beginning teachers to question their prior beliefs and to begin to form new
ones, or at least hybrids (Smagorinsky, Lakly, & Johnson, 2002). Faced with her
own conceptions of good teaching, those of the university she attended as an
undergraduate and those of the school where she student taught, Andrea
became frustrated because these conceptions were in conflict with one another.
In order for Andrea’s identity to continue developing, she had to find ways to
resolve the mismatch between her prior beliefs, attitudes and dispositions and
those of the university and school. This research helps us understand that
beginning teachers may be struggling with understanding various concepts about
teaching. It does not help us understand how beginning teachers develop
concepts more fully. We are also left to wonder how, and if, they even realize
that they lack conceptual understanding, and to ponder whether conceptual
understanding refers only to pedagogical and conceptual tools, but also to areas

of policy, curriculum and assessment. This study helps us think about how
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beginning teachers’ concept development is aided or hindered by the various
factors in their teaching contexts.
The Role of Curriculum and Policy

Some of the same researchers from the above work on concept
development have recently embarked on a series of studies that examine how
beginning teachers work with constraining policy and curriculum environments
(Grossman & Thompson, 2004; Grossman, Thompson, & Valencia, 2001;
Johnson, Thompson, Smagorinsky, & Fry, 2003; Smagorinsky et al., 2002). This
work explains that in the current political climate of high-stakes testing and
standards-driven curriculum, policies at the district levels are influential in
shaping how beginning teachers learn to teach. In the Grossman, Thompson
and Valencia study (2001), the researchers followed three first year teachers to
determine how district level policies impacted their first year. They found that:

Directly and indirectly, district policies teach beginning teachers what to

worry about and how to get help. In this sense district policy functions as

a curriculum for teacher learning, helping to shape what and how

beginning teachers learn about teaching. (p. 2)

Another group of researchers (Kaufmann, Johnson, Kardos, Liu, & Peske,
2002) studied 50 first and second year teachers to determine how curriculum and
assessments within a standards-based reform movement shaped their
experiences as beginning teachers. They found that this accountability
environment created a sense of urgency for the teachers, but at the same time

provided the teachers with little support for how to work effectively within this

environment. The beginning teachers in this study expressed frustration and

14




some even left “teaching prematurely because of the overwhelming nature of the
work and the pain of failing in the classroom” (p. 273).

This set of studies acknowledges the constraints formed by district policy
and curriculum within schools, but leaves us wondering about the constraints that
exist due to state and federal policies, available materials, colleagues, and the
student population of a given school building. How do beginning teachers make
policy and curriculum decisions while dealing with students, parents, and other
teachers as well? Which factors are given more weight in their instructional
decisions? The current study will help us think about the relationships between
these factors and their influence over instructional decisions.

The Research Base and the Current Study

The entire body of literature described above and focused on learning to
teach has informed the current study and has helped me situate my work within
the broader field. It considers the problems that beginning teachers face, their
thought processes, their attitudes and beliefs and emerging identities, the
knowledge sources they draw on, their conceptual development, and the role of
policy and curriculum. However, | am interested in understanding them as
overlapping and interconnected, and learning about how teachers manage and
navigate a complex set of factors that have been shown to contribute to learning
to teach. My study extends the work of Smagorinsky, Grossman and colleagues
and will add to what we know about how context shapes how beginning teachers
learn to teach.

The Role of Subject Matter
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Most of the literature described above was not undertaken with a specific
subject matter in mind. Beginning teachers have been studied across a variety
of subject matters, and often without the lens of one particular subject matter.
Some studies focused on language arts more generally (Grossman & Thompson,
2004; Grossman et al., 2001) or secondary English specifically (Johnson et al.,
2003). Because | am interesting in how beginning elementary teachers learn to
teach writing, | continue the literature review by moving to studies that specifically
address teaching writing.

Teaching Writing

Years of research on writing and teaching writing show that we know a lot
about writing as a process, how writers progress through that process, and how
teachers can support and encourage that process. Research also shows us how
good teachers teach writing. Many qualitative studies provide examples of the
effective classroom practices of exemplary and/or experienced classroom
teachers. In the following sections | review the literature on writing and teaching
writing to help build a context for understanding the descriptions of writing
instruction that | include in the three case studies presented in this dissertation.
The Writing Process

Writing is a process involving a series of stages or phases that a writer
moves through each time s/he engages in writing (Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981,
Hayes & Flowers, 1980). In this early model, three main phases were described
as planning, translating and reviewing. As the model evolved, translating

became drafting and reviewing became revising and editing. As Flower and
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Hayes (1981) explored the cognitive aspects of writing, they suggested four key
points for further understanding the writing process. First, writing is really a set of
distinctive thinking processes that writers engage in throughout the composing
process. Second, these processes are hierarchical and embedded in an
organizational structure that guides the writing. Third, composing is a goal-
directed process, guided by the writer's own goals. Fourth, writers create these
goals by generating many shifting and changing goals based on the developing
sense of purpose for the writing, and sometimes create entirely new goals as
new ideas emerge during the writing. Further, Flower and Hayes realized that
writing is not a linear model — that is — writers do not progress through the stages
in exactly the same order each time they write. Nor are any two writers likely to
follow the same progression of steps even through they may be writing on a
similar topic or for a similar purpose. Understanding how one learns to write is a
concept that teachers need to have in order to guide students through the writing
process.

Emig (1983) found similar results when she tried to deconstruct the
magical nature of writing by looking at the findings from developmental research
on writing. She found that writing is learned rather than taught, and that writers
of all ages work back and forth between whole and part, focal and global when
they construct text. Emig agreed with Flower & Hayes that writing is a process
and that there is no monolithic process. She stressed that the aim, purpose, and
audience, as well as the individual and idiosyncratic features of the writer shaped

the process for each writer. Further she discovered that writing can be improved
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by working with a group of writers, including a more knowledgeable other (i.e. a
teacher) who can give response and advice. This research leads one to question
what the role of a teacher might look if the teacher is attempting to use a process
writing approach for teaching writing.

When a perceived writing crisis gripped the country during this time
period, Scardamalia & Bereiter (1986) responded by synthesizing the literature
that addressed learning to write. They confirmed and extended the work of
Flower & Hayes (1980, 1981) and Emig (1983) by suggesting that writing is not
linear, mental representations exist and are important for composing, writing
does follow a process, problem solving models are effective, and short and long
term memory are used in different ways during composing. They also found a
common set of problems that existed and limited how students were learning to
write in schools including understanding and applying various text structures,
content knowledge, language production, goal formation and planning, revision,
use of strategies, and issues of instruction. They introduced “new” approaches
to writing instruction that include use of procedural facilitation, use of
conferencing, invented writing and spelling, and explicit instruction in cognitive
strategies.

As a body, this research raises questions about beginning teachers and
their concepts of the learning to write process. These researchers illuminate the
complexity of learning to write and learning to teach writing. Do beginning
teachers have fully developed concepts of learning to write? What happens if

teachers’ conceptual understanding of the writing process is different from this
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model? Additionally, the studies discussed above (Emig, 1993; Flower & Hayes,
1980, 1981; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986) present cognitive models of learning
to write. What about the influence of the sociocultural context in learning to
write? While our understanding of learning to write emerged from work with
cognitive models, sociocultural work has shaped many of the current
pedagogies. In the next section | describe some of the early sociocultural
research on learning to write.
The Influence of Context in Learning to Write

Also emerging in the 1980s, and continuing throughout the next two
decades was a strand of research on writing that focused on the role of context in
learning to write (see for example, Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 1987).
The social and cultural context of schools, homes, and communities and the
interactions between writers and others became important ideas for writing
researchers (Delpit, 1995; Dyson, 1993, 2003; Heath, 1983; Purcell-Gates,
1995).

Given the diversity of American school children, it is striking that there are

so few systematic looks at how diversity figures into the teaching and

learning of writing. The composing of written texts...is a distinctly

sociocultural process that involves making decisions, conscious or

otherwise, about how one figures into the social world at any one point in

time. (Dyson, 1993, 6-7)

This strand of research suggests that teaching and learning writing can
only be understood within the social and cultural communities in which these
processes occur. Further, it places writing in a position where it supports young

children in finding a place for themselves within official school communities.

Some children, in fact, use writing to manipulate and transform their own space
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in schools, where they find the social and cultural norms vastly different from
those of their homes and neighborhoods (Dyson, 1993). Translating this into
practice is complicated, yet studies of effective teaching have provided glimpses
of how this might occur. What was not been studied or understood is how, or if,

beginning teachers can do this effectively. What do beginning teachers

understand about the role of context in learning to teach? How/Do they utilize
that information in designing and implementing their writing instruction?
More Recent Writing Research

The research on writing discussed up to this point is important for laying
the foundations of this body of literature. However, more recent research has
focused on a wide variety of both sociocultural, and cognitive domains and has
added to the growing knowledge base about teaching writing. Dyson and
Freedman (2001) synthesized and organized the literature as to the four main
aspects of the writing process that help writers improve. They include the uses

of writing, the evaluation of writing, the processes of writing, and the

development of writing. They argue that research has shown that children can
be taught a repertoire of skills in all four areas and that enable them to develop
effective written language.
Through supportive and responsive classroom environments, schools may
best help each generation grow into literacy in ways that enable them to
use written language productively and fulffillingly throughout their lives. (p.
984)
In a similar review, heavily influenced by work by the National Writing

Project and the National Center for the Study of Writing, Sperling and Freedman

(2003) trace the development of writing research from the earliest cognitive
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models (Emig, 1983; Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981); through Vygotsky's work on
social interactions (1978) and Bakhtin's work on the social and historical culture
of language (1986), to current work that makes clear the connections between
writing and other communicative and literate processes. In particular these
studies found support for connections between writing and speaking and reading
and writing. Sperling and Freedman claim that writing research has influenced
the presence of writing in many schools curriculums, and has shaped the
practices that teachers use to support students in learning to write. However,
they urge us to consider conducting more research to “understand patterns in
writing and learning to write that are influenced by particular differences in
[sociocultural and linguistic] contexts” (p. 386). While this work does help us
think about learning to write from a learner’s perspective, more research is also
needed that helps us understand the teacher’s role more fully, particularly in light
of the various contexts that shape her environment. My study addresses this
gap.
The Knowledge Teachers Need to Teach Writing

Kennedy (1991) presents a volume on the knowledge that teachers need
to teach various subjects. In the section on writing, she presents three chapters
that describe the knowledge teachers need to teach writing in different ways.
Romano (1991) argues that the most important thing teachers need to know in
order to be able to teach writing is that they themselves must be writers. This
sentiment is echoed by other writing researchers (Fletcher, 1993; Graves, 1983,

Hillocks, 1991). The explanation for the teacher-as-writer theory is that teachers

21




will know the process a writer must engage in to write, and they will be more
likely to support students throughout this process. Hillocks (1991) also suggests
that teachers need to understand discourse theory, strategies for writing, and
procedures for analyzing and assessing text. Gage (1991) describes the
knowledge teachers need for teaching writing as varied and ambiguous and
suggests that teachers need to adjust to living with ambiguity as well as to try
different approaches and make their own decisions.
Effective Whiting Instruction in Elementary Classrooms

Many researchers have documented how teachers have developed
effective practices in elementary schools that draw upon the research base on
the writing process as well as considering the role of context in learning to write.
Because strong commonality exists among these works, | will describe only a few
of them. Most researchers and practitioners agree that guiding students through
a writing process is an effective way to teach writing (Calkins, 1995; Christie,
Enz, & Vukelich, 1975; Fletcher, 1993; Graves, 1994). In a previous study
(Pardo, 2002), | synthesized the research done by some of the leading
researchers in the field of elementary teaching of writing (i.e. Donald Graves,
Lucy Calkins, and Ralph Fletcher). | discovered several common elements for
effective classroom implementation of the writing process. Those elements
included: teach the writing process, teach conventions, ask students to revise
their work, spell correctly, work with words, and develop learning communities.
Doing this well would include providing students with regular and frequent time to

write (Calkins, 1983; Graves, 1983) and providing a rich classroom environment
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that fosters sharing, writing, and risk-taking (Calkins, 1983; Christie et al., 1975).
Writing taught as a process, integrated with skills and content is the most
effective way to teach young children to write (National Writing Project & Nagin,
2003).

While the research is clear about what effective writing instruction looks
like, most of these studies examined the practice of experienced teachers. What
kinds of writing instruction are beginning teachers capable of implementing?
Lensmire (1995) went back to a third grade classroom during his graduate work
to implement writing workshop. As a beginning teacher, but experienced
educator, he tried to figure out how to best respond to children's writing during
writing conferences. He found that children were mean in their responses to the
writing and lives of other children and he identified the real dilemma of letting
children's voices be heard, while at the same time not hurting classmates by that
voice. If experienced educators as beginning teachers, who understand the
writing process, have difficulty implementing this model, what can we expect of
true novices? How do they juggle the various aspects of teaching process
writing? How do they make decisions about organizing and implementing writing
instruction? This study addresses these questions.

The Research Base and the Current Study

The studies about teaching writing are clear. Since writing is a process,
teachers should guide students through this process, helping them move
recursively through the steps of plan, draft, revise. Effective classroom research

focused on writing instruction helps us see the possibilities — the end goal. What
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is not clear about teaching writing is how teachers develop the knowledge and
skills to become effective. Even less clear is the role that the variety of other
factors that influence teaching and were described in the proceeding section of
this chapter play in learning to teach writing. How do beginning teachers pay
attention to and develop sound writing pedagogy when they are also confronted
with constraints from pblicy, curriculum, and assessment, and complex factors of
working with students, colleagues, and materials within any given community?
The current study uses writing instruction as a lens to view how beginning
teachers navigate and manage the mulitiple influences that exist.
An Urban Setting

Most learning to teach studies and studies about teaching writing describe
the setting within which the study took place in terms of urban, suburban, or rural.
However, the setting is not fore grounded in the work, it is just another descriptor
of the participants of the study. Recently government organizations and
colleges of education have revealed the specific need for studies focused in
urban settings (e.g. National Institute for Urban School Improvement, 2003) that
would help teacher preparation programs more adequately prepare teachers for
urban settings. The emergence of this field of research, as well as my own
teaching experiences influenced my decision to situate this study in an urban
school. In the next section, | review literature that specifically addresses
teaching writing in urban schools in order to establish more fully this study within
current research.

Teaching Writing in Urban Schools

24



In a synthesis of the research on the teaching of writing in urban settings,
Flood and Lapp (2000) reviewed studies from research on the cognitive
processes involved in learning to write at the primary grades (Bereiter &
Scardamalia, 1987; Dyson, 1989, 1991, 1993, 1995; Graves, 1975, 1981), in the
intermediate grades (Dahl & Farnan, 1998; McGinley & Kamberelis, 1996), the
role of classroom environment (Cazden, 1986; Loughlin & Martin, 1987), the use
of technology in teaching writing (Cochran-Smith, Kahn, & Paris, 1990;
Dickinson, 1986; Jones & Pelligrini, 1986), and grouping arrangements (Dahl &
Farnan, 1998; Flood & Lapp, 1997; Tway, 1991). They found that a process
approach, based on constructivist notions, was most appropriate for children
from a wide range of language backgrounds. This approach assumes that
writers develop writing skills by constructing and revising texts utilizing some
form of process or orderly manner. It enables children to write frequently,
continually revising the content as well as the form.

An important finding from this work was the need for an organizational
structure for teaching writing to urban students. Urban students, more so than
those in other settings, benefit from being taught and using a clearly organized
and maintained structure. The research showed that management systems that
allow children time to work independently and with the teacher individually, that
provided students choice and that focus solely on writing and the component
parts of the writing process were most effective. While some might argue that all
students would benefit from these types of organizational structures, the point of

Flood and Lapp’s research synthesis work was to seek evidence that it worked
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particularly for urban students. This research makes a case for how teachers in
urban settings might organize for writing instruction, but because this research
covered a span of years of experience, grade level, and type of writing instruction
we are left wondering how beginning teachers learn to organize in this way?
What concepts, materials, pedagogical tools, knowledge sources might they
possess that would help them realize these things? What if they do not realize
the importance of organization and they structure writing instruction in different
ways? How does that support or hinder their process of learning to teach?
These questions will be addressed by the current study.
How Urban Settings Interact with Teaching Writing

As a researcher working in urban contexts, Dyson (1994) found that
children in urban settings write to establish social cohesion, engage in artful
performances, and to communicate information. She suggested that children are
complex social and cultural beings and those teachers who have flexible
curricular goals are more likely to acknowledge children’s unique characteristics
(race, ethnicity, class, language, and religion) and to consider those frames when
planning and delivering instruction. In a year-long study of urban first grade
students, Dyson (2003) found that school context and home and social culture
influenced the children’s choice of writing topics and format of writing. The
brothers and sisters (a self-selected name for a group of African American first
grade students) used ideas from popular media (sports, movies, and cartoon
characters) as the basis for much of their writing. They borrowed ideas,

language, names, and structures from these various sources, and merged them
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with the evolving school culture of their first grade classroom. About this work
Dyson writes:

The children’s socioideological landscape provided them with whole

utterances, utterance types or genres, and particular words and phrases,

and this textual and cultural material became the stuff with which the
children could construct their present lives, remember their pasts, and
anticipate their youthful futures. In so doing, they were, at the very same
time, constructing complex selves who participated in varied social

institutions and, more broadly, in particular social and cultural spheres. (p.

42)

In this study, as well as an earlier one (1993), Dyson found that the
teacher’s role was crucial in helping urban kids realize the requirements and
expectations of school based literacy. While a flexible curriculum encouraged
urban children to write and to draw on their own experiences and language, both
Rita and Louise (teachers in Dyson’s studies) were able to be more demanding
when necessary, becoming more directive at times. Like others who have written
about using explicit language with urban children (see for example, Delpit, 1995),
Dyson discovered that Rita’s and Louise’s students were more successful when
they were given specific instructions about the tasks they were expected to do.
Rita and Louise taught first grade, but, Dyson also studied Louise in a third grade
classroom and found that the permeable curriculum and the role of the teacher
continued to play necessary roles in shaping the official school literacy
experiences for older children. This was especially true because third grade
students had become more sophisticated at moving language and ideas from the
unofficial community into the official curriculum of the school. If Louise had been

oblivious to this, or had decided to deny these voices, her students likely would

not have had the opportunities for success with school based literacy.
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In another study, an urban middle school teacher, Mrs. Slatko, believed in
student-based writing pedagogies. In order to best meet the needs of her sixth
and eighth grade students, she began the year by surveying her students to find
out their skills, aptitudes, interests, and study habits (Manning, 2000). Mrs.
Slatko then used the information from these studies to inform her classroom
decisions. She discovered that pedagogies that supported students’ personal
responses, that had meaningful purposes, and that encouraged students to go
beyond the level of simply summarizing were most successful for her urban
students. One way students did this was by writing letters to Mrs. Slatko and to
their peers describing their learning processes and any interesting content or
new ideas that had emerged. Mrs. Slatko also found that self-assessment,
student-based inquiry projects, and writing their own children’s book to be
presented to the elementary school to be effective practices for helping urban
middle school students learn to write. The kind of knowledge that teachers need
to have about students is centered on learning about the cultural, social, linguistic
and political backgrounds of their community, families, and students.

The teachers described in these studies of learning to teach writing in
urban contexts are experienced teachers. They might be considered exemplary
or highly effective. While they do help us understand some of the effective
writing pedagogies for working with urban students, we are left to wonder how
beginning teachers in urban schools learn these practices? How do beginning
teachers, situated in urban settings, use a variety of knowledge sources, draw on

personal beliefs, focus on multiple tasks and contexts, and emerge with effective
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writing practices? These highly problematic questions are addressed in this
study.
Pulling Together the Relevant Research

The literature reviewed in the previous three sections provides clear and
substantial information about learning to teach, teaching writing, and teaching
writing in urban schools. What it does not do is provide information about the
intersection of these areas of study. How do beginning teachers learn to teach
writing in urban schools? This was the main question addressed by this
dissertation. In this study, | take a close look at three beginning urban teachers
as they teach writing across a school year. By asking each to identify something
about their writing practice that they wanted to improve on during the school
year, | was able to observe and learn how novices articulated and pursued
learning something new in order to change their practice. In addition, | was
pleasantly surprised to realize that the multiplicity of factors that emerged in the
learning to teach literature were not only evident in this study, but also
intersected in interesting ways.

The Significance of This Study

Understanding Writing Instruction

This work is important to the field in a number of ways. First, looking
closely at how early career teachers learn to teach writing may help us
understand more about the current nature of writing in elementary schools. This
is particularly true in the political climate of NCLB and high-stakes testing

because writing seems to be ignored by NCLB and some state and national
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assessments. Additionally, there has been a significant influx of new teachers
over the last five years and looking at how new teachers think about teaching
writing may illuminate what writing instruction looks like for beginning teachers.
This will enrich the literature on writing instruction, since most studies of effective
practice looked at experienced teachers. This work can help us answer the
question, What kind of writing instruction is possible for beginning teachers to
achieve? What kinds of practices are likely to emerge and how do they evolive
over time? These kinds of questions are addressed in this study.

Understanding writing pedagogy of beginning teachers in urban schools
will also broaden our definition of effective writing pedagogy. Just as Dyson
(1993, 2003) and Manning (2000) uncovered unique characteristics of effective
writing instruction for experienced teachers of urban students, this work reveals
characteristics of beginning teachers’ writing instruction for urban students.
Teacher Preparation Programs

This study will inform teacher preparation and alternative certification
programs. Specific experiences and kinds of knowledge that are influential to
these three beginning teachers could illuminate ways to organize and structure
experiences and knowledge for educating future teachers. This research can
support teacher preparation in terms of understanding and presenting writing
pedagogy by building a repertoire of specific strategies, organizing structures,
and possible case studies. Building and using case studies has been shown to
support the development of teacher candidates knowledge about teaching

(Boling, 2003), and the three case studies developed in this research could
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become part of a set of case studies regularly used in literacy methods courses.
Since it is likely that the number of new teachers will continue to increase over
the next decade, the stance that teacher preparation programs take on the
teaching of writing will have long term effects on our children.
Induction and Professional Development

School districts and organizations that work with beginning teachers can
learn more about how to work effectively to help teachers develop knowledge
needed to improve writing instruction. This seems particularly timely in an era
where programs of induction are being discussed nationally (i.e. Teachers for a
New Era, a recent Carnegie project)’. At the University of Georgia, a alternative
certification program was designed to include a mentor teacher component
where mentor teachers took substantial roles in developing strong mentoring
practices as they supported novice teachers (Stanulis & Russell, 2000). A new
book by Breaux and Wong (2003) describe the FIRST (Framework for Inducting,
Retaining, and Supporting Teachers) program Breaux implemented in her
Louisiana school district. Other states currently require the use of mentoring
programs as well as provide full funding for those programs (Massachusetts,
Connecticut, Washington DC, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Minnesota, and
Washington)(The Mentor Center website). Michigan's program is currently
required, but is only partially funded by the state.

Veenman's work (1984) suggested specific induction practices over

twenty years ago, and the list still seems appropriate today. He found that strong

' More information on this project is available at
http://www.carnegie.org/reporter/03/foundation_roundup/newera.htmi.

31



0ppe
sumr
stron
Inclys
grou
Study
helof,
Spne

Teact

dract

teache



induction programs would provide new teachers with support through: provision
of printed materials, orientations, released time, group meetings, consultations
with experienced teachers, workshops and conferences, reduced work load,
opportunities to observe, and team teaching. More recently, a handbook chapter
summarized the induction literature to include strong ties with teacher education,
strong bonds between schools and universities, aimed at retention of teachers,
including both instructional and psychological support, both in individual and
group situations, and good ways to train mentor teachers (Gold, 1996). This
study will identify which of these supports were available to each teacher, how
helpful each was, and may suggest additional ways induction practices can be
supportive of beginning teachers.
Teaching in Urban Contexts

Finally, this work will add to the growing number of researchers and
practitioners who study writing in urban contexts. It seems likely that many new
teachers will teach in urban settings, since that is where demand and attrition are
both high (Oakes, Franke, Quartz, & Rogers 2002). Knowing all we can about
how beginning teachers in urban settings learn to teach writing can provide great
benefit to a great number of urban children, as well as help identify unique needs
in preparing urban teachers. This work will also explore the role of the urban
contexts as only one of a multitude of factors that influence teachers’ instructional
decisions.

The Organization of this Dissertation
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In Chapter 2, | describe the methodology employed for this study,
including an introduction to the participants in the study, Celina, Aileen, and
Bethany. In Chapter 3, | introduce a model of teaching context that helps me
hypothesize about the influence of context in learning to teach writing for
Bethany, Celina and Aileen. Chapters 4-6 present the case studies of Celina,
Aileen and Bethany as the teaching context model is explored and analyzed for
each teacher’s specific case. In Chapter 7 | present cross-case analysis of the
three cases and explore how these three cases help us think about how teachers
learn to teach and how the teaching context model illuminates and helps us
understand the role of teaching context in learning to teach. Finally, in Chapter

8, | discuss implications of this study and propose future research.
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Chapter 2
THE BEST LAID PLANS: THE EVOLUTION OF A QUALITATIVE STUDY

Sometimes the best laid plans do not materialize in the end product that
one envisions. | initially conceptualized this study as one that would help me
understand the kinds and depth of knowledge that teachers needed to teach
writing. | hoped to figure out, through ethnographic and descriptive methods,
what was going on in writing instruction in the urban classrooms of beginning
teachers and the various knowledge sources teachers drew upon to enact their
practice. |did not form hypotheses about what | might find, but rather entered
the study eager to see what existed and to try to understand it. Yet the one
assumption | did make was that this was a study of knowledge about teaching
writing. However, what | found in the data was that | actually had a very
interesting study about the role that teaching context was having in these
beginning teachers’ lives.

In this chapter, | describe the methodology | employed during the study,
initial research questions, participants, methods of data collection and data
analysis. | conclude the chapter by describing how this study became one that
explained more about how teaching context shapes beginning teacher's evolving
writing practice than one that would help us understand the knowledge sources
that beginning teachers draw on to teach writing.

Methodology

Research Questions
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This study focused on how early career elementary teachers attempted to
make improvements in their writing practice. Each of the three teachers in the
study, Celina, Aileen and Bethany, identified one area of their writing instruction
that they wanted to improve upon during the school year. The decision to ask
each teacher to identify an area of their writing instruction to work on was
intentional because | wanted to be able to gain access to their thinking and the
knowledge sources they drew on to implement those changes. The primary
research question that initially formed the basis for this research was:

What knowledge do beginning teachers in an urban setting draw on when

they translate and implement a particular aspect of their writing curriculum

into practice?
Sub questions were designed to probe into teachers’ knowledge sources by
drawing on their understanding of writing curriculum and through observation of
their evolving practice. These questions were:
1. How do novice urban teachers understand the writing curriculum in their
school?
a. To what extent does this curriculum match what research supports?
b. To what extent does this curriculum match the curriculum and
practices emphasized in their teacher preparation program?
c. To what extent do the teachers perceive a tension between district
curriculum, research on best practice in writing instruction, and the

knowledge and experiences gleaned from their teacher preparation
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program, and to what extent do they feel forced to make choices
between the three sources of knowledge?

d. If so, what is the basis of their choices ?

2. How do these teachers attempt to translate writing curriculum into
effective practice?

a. What kinds of knowledge do urban teachers need to implement
and change/improve a particular aspect of writing instruction?

b. How does the literature and previous research in the teaching of
writing inform or hinder teachers in making changes/improvements
in their writing practice in urban contexts?

c. What do teachers do to support their implementation of something
new into their writing instruction?

This qualitative study used the methodological tools of interviews, classroom
observations, videotaped observations, viewing sessions, and materials
discussions to closely examine how Aileen, Bethany and Celina learned to
implement a particular aspect of their writing curriculum in their urban
classrooms. In the following sections | describe the participants including the
context of their school district, the methods | used to collect data, and the
methods | employed for data analysis.
Participants

Three teachers from the Gambell School District? participated in this study.
| decided | wanted to conduct my study in an urban setting, and Gambell is the

closest one to our university. | sent an email and asked MSU teacher education

2 This is a pseudonym.
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faculty members if they knew of any recent teacher candidates who were now
teaching in Gambell. In the spring of the year preceding this study, | contacted
ten teachers who taught in Gambell. Each had taught less than five years. Six
of those teachers expressed interest in the study and asked me to contact them
in late summer. All six of those teachers were pink-slipped (laid off) near the end
of the school year, and most spent the summer unsure whether or not they would
have a job for the next school year. When | contacted the six teachers in late
summer, two had been assigned reading teacher positions, and so would not be
able to participate in the study since they would not be teaching writing, nor
would they have a regular classroom setting. The four remaining teachers
agreed to be in the study. During September, | contacted the four teachers to set
up initial interviews for October, and one teacher indicated that because he had
been assigned a new grade level and a new school, he had decided it would be
too difficult to be in the study. That left three beginning teachers as participants
in the study.

Because all three teachers were graduates of MSU's teacher preparation
program, they had all participated in a year long internship during the year
following their graduation from MSU. The teachers in this study occasionally
reflected upon their internship or mentioned the collaborating teacher (CT) with
whom they worked during the internship. Often the relationships between CTs
and interns is a strong one, due to the intense nature of a full eight weeks of lead
teaching during February and March. It is not uncommon for intern and CT

relationships to continue even after the internship has officially ended.
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Demographic information about these teachers is included in Table 1.
You will notice that two of the three teachers are white and two are in their
twenties. All of the teachers considered themselves middle-class. These are
factors that typify most beginning teachers, since most beginning teachers are
female, white, middle-class and in their twenties (Banks, 1991; Ladson-Billings,
1999; Nieto, 2000). Having one beginning teacher in her fifties, and one Latina
teacher gave the study more depth because findings might be more
representative of a range of beginning teachers. The teachers were in three
different grade levels and all had been teaching for different amounts of time.
The diversity in these demographic factors means that resuits revealed in the
study will show commonalities and distinctions across grade levels and within the

first four years of teaching.

Teacher’ Age Race Grade Level | Year of Teaching
Celina 29 Latina 2™ 4"
Aileen 56 White 1% 3"
Bethany 24 White 4" 2"

Table 1. Demographic information of the participants in this study during the
school year 2003-2004.

Data Collection

Each teacher was interviewed in the fall, at the beginning of the study, and in
the spring, at the conclusion of the study. Each teacher participated in one
materials discussion (discussed below) during the second semester of the school
year. The number of observations, videotaped observations and viewing

sessions varied among the participants due to a variety of logistical constraints

3 All names of teachers and schools are pseudonyms.
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and affordances. Appendix A provides a chart of the specific data collected for
each participant.

Fall interviews. | began my data collection with in-depth personal interviews
in the fall (see Appendix B for initial interview questions). The Gambell School
District restricts data collection until October 1% of each school year, so
interviews were conducted as early as possible in October. Because | wondered
if and how a teacher’s background and experiences influenced her writing
instructional decisions, | asked some questions of a personal nature. In each
interview, | inquired into each teacher’s personal history, including how each
teacher thought of herself as a writer and a teacher of writing. | asked about how
she had learned to write, what kind of writer she was in high school and college,
and what kind of writing she did now. | also asked her to describe her philosophy
for teaching writing, the instructional model(s) she used, and to explain how
writing looked in her classroom. Finally, | asked each teacher to identify
something in her writing program that she wanted to work on during the school
year — something that she wanted to improve upon or change from past years.

Celina identified two aspects of her writing workshop that she planned to
work on during the study. She wanted to consistently model writing for her
students, and she wanted to make conferences more effective. Aileen wanted to
get all of her students writing paragraphs by the end of the school year. Bethany
wanted to implement a writing workshop model, something she had not used
consistently the year before, and work on conferencing and publishing. Asking

teachers to identify something they wanted to work on during the year was a key
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aspect of the study design because it gave me access to the kinds of thinking
and the kinds of knowledge beginning teachers draw on to learn to teach writing.
Because it is difficult to measure how one learns to teach something, | made the
assumption, for this study, that the teachers’ active pursuit of changes in their
writing instruction would help make their learning visible.

Classroom observations. My initial visit to each classroom provided me
the opportunity to observe and absorb the way each classroom was organized,
how a typical writing lesson proceeded, and how the children would react to my
presence. Hand-written field notes were taken as | observed a writing lesson,
maps were drawn of each classroom, and | also noted all the print materials that
supported reading and/or writing instruction that were posted somewhere in the
classroom (i.e. environmental print). These initial visits also provided an
opportunity for the teacher to introduce me to the students and for me to discuss
the research permission (i.e. assent) slip that the children in Bethany's classroom
needed to sign (because they are older than 8). An additional classroom
observation occurred in Aileen’s room during the second semester when she
switched from one type of writing instruction to another. This observation served
a similar purpose to the first — it allowed me to see how a typical writing lesson
looked so that when | came with my video camera | knew what to expect. This
helped me know where to locate my camera, and to think about the flow of the
lesson | would be observing.

Videotaped observations. Each teacher was videotaped several times

(see Appendix A for specific times and frequencies) during writing instruction, at
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a time when she had identified that she was working on the particular aspect of
her teaching that she had selected earlier in the school year. Each lesson
occurred in a single class period and ranged from 35 minutes to just over an
hour. In Aileen’s classroom, video observations also included the morning
seatwork prior to the writing instruction because children were engaged in
reading and writing during this time, and Aileen felt strongly that the morning
work supported the writing instruction. She made numerous connections
between the two activities and because it was important to her, | felt | needed to
videotape these events as well because | wanted to document the connections
that she explicitly made between reading and writing, and to see if and how she
built on those connections during writing instruction. Individual students were not
videotaped, however children were present in the lessons as they interacted with
the teacher in the nomal course of classroom instruction. At times, in all three
classrooms, the teachers engaged in writing conferences. During those
conferences, specific students were videotaped, but always within the context of
writing instruction. Throughout the study, the focus remained on the teacher and
writing instruction, and not on individual students or student learning.

Prior to each observation, | met briefly with the teacher to find out what the
lesson was about, to get copies of her lesson plan and to listen to her
explanation of the purpose and origin of the lesson. Lesson plans were not
collected for all lessons (this is noted on Appendix A), since Aileen did not
prepare specific lesson plans for her writing instruction, and Bethany was not

consistent with preparing copies for me. However, each teacher met with me
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prior to the lesson and was able to articulate clearly what the upcoming lesson
was about. Bethany's lessons often utilized handouts or templates, and she
always provided copies of the handouts for me.

After each videotaped observation, the tape was immediately transcribed.
Because several hours (or a day) passed between the video-taping and the
viewing session, there was time to transcribe the tape prior to the viewing
session. An example of a videotape transcript is found in Appendix C. In this
transcription you will notice that Celina is model writing for her students. She is
thinking aloud and saying everything she is writing. The transcript indicates what
she wrote, and what she said during the lesson. Watching and transcribing the
tape immediately after the lesson supported me in creating questions that |
wanted to address during the viewing session. Each of these question sets were
slightly different, based on the teacher’s goals and the nature of each lesson.

A sample viewing session question set is found in Appendix D. You will
notice that there were several general questions | planned to ask Bethany prior to
viewing the tape. The purpose of these questions was to inquire about some of
her long term goals for writing workshop (i.e. conferencing and publishing). | also
listed specific questions that | had as | viewed the tape during the transcription. |
asked these additional questions after the viewing session if they did not come
up naturally during the viewing session.

Both the transcription and the question set were helpful during the viewing
session. The transcription provided the teacher and me a written script to refer to

if needed during each viewing session, and alerted us to places where we might
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need to rewind and listen to a section of the lesson again. The question set
allowed me to pursue the questions | had that would help me understand how
each teacher was thinking about meeting her writing instructional goals.

Viewing sessions. Viewing sessions occurred after each videotaped
observation (either the same day after school, or as soon after as possible), and
were audio-taped. Each viewing session consisted of the teacher and me
watching the video tape of the lesson together. An excerpt from a viewing
session transcript is contained in Appendix E. In examining the transcript, you
will notice that the audio counter runs continuously throughout the entire
interview, and the video counter stops and starts, because sometimes one of us
would stop the tape to pursue an issue raised by what we were seeing. For
example, when the audio counter is on 032, the video showed the children
getting out their writing folders and Bethany commented that the students are
used to this routine. | realize that | had a question about the materials in the
folder because what | had observed in the current lesson was different from the
previous lesson, so | stopped the tape to follow up and question the use of
templates for organizing the writing. When that conversation ended, the
videotape was resumed (audio counter was on 0210), and the viewing session
continued in this manner.

The viewing sessions helped me understand how each teacher was
thinking about her writing instruction, whether or not she felt she was making
progress towards her goals, and what pedagogical problems she was working

with. For example, in the transcript of the viewing session with Bethany
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mentioned above, found in Appendix E, | began by asking Bethany how she
thought the lesson | had videotaped earlier, had gone. She responded by saying
that she felt like the lesson only engaged a couple of students, and not the whole
class. We then referred to the transcript where | noted that she called on at least
eight different students during the lesson. Bethany is affirmed by that because
she felt like only a couple of students interacted with her. A bit later in the
conversation, you will notice that Bethany contemplated how the lesson might
have been without an extra teacher in the room. By listening to her describe a
pedagogical problem and its possible solutions, | was privy to not only her
thinking about logistical matters, but also how her writing practice is evolving.
During each viewing session, | followed up on comments made by the teachers
or with things | had noted during the observations by probing with questions that
tried to get at the knowledge sources of her actions and decisions (review
Appendix D for sample questions). The viewing sessions also helped me think
about what kinds of things | wanted to look for in subsequent observations and
viewing sessions, and helped me to determine the content of the final interviews.
Materials discussion. During the fall semester, all three teachers
mentioned various handouts, professional books, a balanced literacy notebook
furnished to them from the Gambell School District, etc. that each teacher used
to shape her evolving teaching practice for writing. Therefore, in the spring |
decided to conduct a materials discussion with each teacher so that | could
actually observe each material, see what it consisted of, and could hear each

teacher describe its importance for planning and teaching. Appendix F provides




a
)

fe:

the
ma
car
plar
ran
asse

Mo,

st
$pec
tsey
B

35



a sample of the information | asked for prior to the materials discussion such as
curriculum materials, conference or workshop materials, professional books,
teaching guides and textbooks, and student work.

During each materials discussion, | facilitated a conversation with each
teacher where she would explain what each piece was and how she used it in
the classroom. Appendix G shows my protocol for the discussion. In each
materials discussion, | asked the teacher to tell me what each item was, how she
came to know about the document, and how each document supported her in
planning and teaching writing. These discussions were audio-taped and
transcribed. Appendix H shows a sample list of the materials that Bethany
assembled, and my brief notes about each item. For example, Bethany shared
two professional books (numbers 1 and 2 on the list), both published by
Scholastic and focused on the 6 + 1 Traits Writing Program. This list helped me
as | transcribed the audio-tapes of the materials discussion, and | referred to
specific items we were talking about by the number from these lists during the
discussion. A sample transcript is found in Appendix | where you can see
Bethany and me discussing this program and how the use of templates and an
assessment rubric used in her school reflects both the MEAP test (Michigan's
state wide assessment program) and the 6 + 1 Writing Program. The materials
discussions helped me contextualize what | observed and what the teachers
discussed in interviews. It also gave me additional access to the way each

thought about writing and how to teach writing.
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Spring interviews. To end the data collection, each teacher was
interviewed a final time. In these interviews, | asked each teacher to describe the
process she had been involved with over the course of the year as she worked to
implement/change something about her writing program. | tried to get each
teacher to identify where the knowledge came from that helped her work on this
aspect of her curriculum, whether it was successful or not. For instance, there
were questions about meeting her self-selected writing goal, her current
understanding of writing curriculum and instruction, the sources of knowledge
she drew upon during the school year, the policy environment, and her future
plans for writing instruction. | inquired as to how each teacher interpreted her
level of success and her plans for the future. | crafted questions that not only
asked teachers to reflect on writing instruction across the year, but also included
questions specific to each teacher’s context and writing goal. A sample spring
interview protocol is found in Appendix J.

Data Analysis

Each interview, video taped observation, viewing session and materials
discussion was transcribed as soon as possible after they occurred. Initial
thoughts, noticeable patterns, and questions from the interviews and transcripts
were noted in my field notebook as they occurred to me. For example after a
videotaped observation of Aileen’s class in mid-January, | noted that during the
morning message:

students were much more engaged than in November. A lot more

students participated, they were much more vocal, and their language

seems more sophisticated. What did Aileen do that encouraged so much
growth in such a short time? (Field Notes, January 2004).
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Besides taking occasional field notes, | indexed each data source as it was
transcribed and | maintained a large three-ring binder for each teacher’s data.
As time passed, | also created and maintained a smaller binder that contained
my field notes, analytic memos, data charts, and reviews of related readings. |
engaged in a recursive process of data analysis and written reflection.
Sometimes the writing took the form of analytic memos, other times it was data
charts that allowed me to see one aspect of my data clearly. |include a
description and explanation of a data chart later in this chapter.

Uncovering categories in the data. | used an inductive coding process
(Strauss, 1987) to sort through my data and to search for categories within the
data that would help me make sense of the data and address my research
questions. | began by reading through the data and noting the various areas that
emerged (they are listed below). | used a variety of colored sticky notes to mark
each place in the data where each area was represented. | analyzed the data for
one teacher at a time, and as | moved to the second teacher and then the third, |
found the categories shifting and changing. For example, | originally had one
category called “writing”, that included ideas in the data that related to teaching
writing. However, as the analysis continued, it became clear to me that this
category was too broad and | needed to refine it. Eventually | ended up with four
categories about writing — the teacher’s personal writing history; her thoughts
feelings, and beliefs about writing; her ideas about and implementation of writing
workshop; and her thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about teaching writing. As the

categories evolved, | revisited each teacher several times to ensure that | had
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similar categories noted across the cases. | ended up with a common set of
categories across all three case studies. My final categories represented the
various kinds of information | had about each teacher and they were:

Personal writing and school history

Conceptual and practical ideas about writing workshop
Setting and achieving writing goals

Understanding the writing curriculum

School contextual factors that influenced writing instruction
Beliefs about learning, children, and schooling

Beliefs, feelings and thoughts about writing

Beliefs, feelings, and thoughts about teaching writing
Issues related to urban education

Identification of knowledge sources that influenced writing
Federal and state level bureaucracy

My role in the teacher’s classroom

Organizing the categories. At this point | went back to my initial research
question, “What knowledge do beginning teachers in an urban setting draw on
when they translate and implement a particular aspect of their writing curriculum
into practice?” | realized that | was interested in three things and that | could use
these to organize my categories: beginning teachers, teaching writing, and the
urban setting. | organized the categories into those headings in the following
ways. First was the issue of learning to teach which included the sources of
knowledge teachers draw on as they learn to teach, and their philosophies and/or
beliefs about teaching. It seemed that part of my question could be answered by
looking at the sticky notes for:

¢ |dentification of knowledge sources that influenced writing
o Beliefs about learning, children, and schooling
e Personal writing and school history

Second was information about how each teacher thought about and planned for

writing instruction. Questions such as: What model is best? How is that
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implemented? How does it look in practice? would be answered by this kind of
data. The categories | placed under this heading included:

Beliefs, feelings and thoughts about writing

Beliefs, feelings and thoughts about teaching writing
Understanding the writing curriculum

Conceptual and practical ideas about writing workshop
Setting and achieving writing goals

Finally, the data provided information about the various school contexts and .
policies. The question, What's going on in your school, classroom, district, etc.
that influences how one can learn to teach? would be addressed by this data. |
organized the following categories within the context heading:

¢ Federal and state level bureaucracy

e Issues related to urban education

e School contextual factors that influenced writing instruction
That left one category — my own role and influence in the teachers’ thinking as
they participated in this study. | decided to leave those data in a separate
category. realizing that they might help me think about how the teacher was
learning to teach, but that | would not be sure until | analyzed them further.

Sorting the data into the three organizing structures. Once | had my three
main structures identified — learning to teach, teaching writing, and urban context,
| created individual note cards for each sticky note in my data. While the sticky
notes merely indicated a category, the note cards were my interpretation of how
that piece of data (an observation or something the teacher said) fit in that
category. For example, in a videotape transcript of Celina’s modeling during a

writing workshop mini-lesson, | put a red sticky note next to the think aloud that

Celina engaged in. A red sticky note indicated the category “conceptual and
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practical ideas about writing workshop”. Celina’s think aloud is below (the
italicized words are the words she wrote on the chart paper).

My favorite season is spring (writing on chart paper). During, that's a word
| really don’t use often, but I'm going to try that. During spring, and like is
taken out of our vocabulary, like is not even in our vocabulary. During
spring (she has written sping), sp —r -, stick that r right there (as she
realizes she missed it). During spring, (she begins to write again), / enjoy
walking my dog milan. You know, | am thinking, milan is, | need to
capitalize Milan because Milan is a name. [I'll] go back and capitalize it.
(she does). My dog Milan (rereading) in my, oh this word is the toughest,
oh | struggle with this word, neighborhood. Neigh, neigh, | know we've
been working on the gh, bor, hood. There. Period. (she moves her finger
quickly to the top of the text). My favorite season is spring. During spring
I enjoy walking my dog Milan in my neighborhood. So, | put that down —
it's the first thing in my web (she reaches over to the web and points to
“walking my dog”). (Video Observation 2, pp. 1-2)

When | interpreted this section of transcript on a note card, | wrote:

C thinks aloud and models word choice, sentence variation, stretching

words, inserting missed letters, capitalization rules, punctuation, using her

plan and rereading. This matches her writing curriculum and her own
description of what she wants to accomplish through her model writing.

(Note card 95)

Because Celina had shared the second grade curriculum document with
me (i.e. the SIM), | knew these elements of mechanics, as well as word choice
were part of her curriculum. Further, in a lesson plan for the videotaped lesson
of December 18", Celina wrote in her anticipatory set section of the lesson plan,
“Do a picture plan of what I'm going to write about: shopping for my Christmas
items.” Later in the lesson plan she indicated “make sure to reread each
sentence and refer back to plan to reinforce what good writers do” (Lesson Plan
1, p. 1). Ininterviews with Celina across the year she indicated that “modeling is

the key...showing and sharing my ideas with them, showing them what | do as a

writer” (Spring Interview, p. 17) and that “the conventions are not connecting
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with a lot of people, they forget to the punctuation, or they forget to capitalize. So
those are the things I'm working one, the things | model” (Viewing Session 2, p.
3). Later in the same interview she noted “| still have a few kids who [ask] how
do you spell? But | really want them to stretch out words” (Viewing Session 2,
pp. 5-6). By using various data sources to interpret my sticky notes, the note
cards helped me understand how Celina was learning to teach writing. This
example showed me that Celina was learning to teach writing by identifying clear
goals for modeling (per her curriculum), modeling specific elements of good
writing during writing workshop and then reflecting on her modeling.

| analyzed each teacher’s data separately, creating one set of note cards
at a time. After | had created and sorted all the note cards for one teacher, |
began to look at what the data, through the note cards, were telling me in regards
to my research questions. The most common way | did this was by sorting the
note cards into smaller piles and then looking for commonalities within each pile.
| eventually created a data chart for each pile so that | could easily see what
each set of data represented.

Appendix K gives an example of a data chart that emerged while | was
working with Aileen’s data. In this example | was exploring Aileen’s use of
Morning Message to teach writing to her first grade students. The smaller pile
“Morning Message” was created from all the note cards that fit into the middie
structure of “teaching writing.” As | sorted the cards for “Morning Message” |
noted that | was learning three kinds of things about Aileen’s use of morning

message — why she does it, what skills it includes, and what it looks like. The
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data chart provides specific examples for each of the three smaller categories
within “Morning Message.” The number following each piece of information
refers to the note card that contains that information. This was helpful to me
because when | began writing each case study, | could refer to the note card and
then to the actual data — since each note card contained the data source and
page number(s) it was drawn from. | also used this process as a way to double-
check my initial interpretation of the data. By locating the actual data source as |
was writing each case study, | could re-analyze to provide more validity to my
findings. There were numerous time across the process of analyzing, creating
data charts, writing analytic memos, and finally drafting text, that | found myself
revisiting the data and revising my ideas as | tried to determine what the data
were revealing to me about how each teacher learned to teach writing. Using my
initial sticky notes and categories, the note cards organized in the big three areas
of learning to teach, teaching writing, and urban contexts, and revisiting the
actual data as | outlined and wrote each chapter, allowed me to triangulate the
data and to feel confident in my findings.

An example of a discrepant case occurred with Aileen’s data surrounding
her students’ use of Black Vernacular English and her decision to correct them
when they formally addressed her. At first | noted that “use of non-standard
dialects is acceptable” in Aileen’s classroom (Field Notes, November 2003). This
was also confirmed through numerous classroom and video observations — |
heard children using non-standard dialects in the classroom. These observances

and early field notes, led me to a note card where | wondered if Aileen might be
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responsive to her students’ culture (Ladson-Billings, 2001). As | pursued this
direction, | reread Ladson-Billings work, and | began to draft text about Aileen
and culturally responsive pedagogy. As | revisited my data to find quotes or
supporting evidence, | found that the data raised additional questions, because |
had numerous examples of Aileen correcting children’s non-standard dialects,
and later claiming that children needed to speak “correctly.” The more | thought
about this issue, and talked with colleagues about it, it became clear that while
Aileen might be culturally responsive in some respects, she may not be in
regards to language. Even though Aileen allowed children to talk freely and often
in order to construct meaning and to engage in learning in ways that might match
their own cultural heritage, in formal settings she did not honor their Black
Vernacular English because she corrected aspects of their language that
represented their linguistic and social culture.

Teaching context emerges as a powerful influence. As | completed
sorting, analyzing, and writing about the first teacher, Celina, an idea began to
emerge that Celina was making a lot of her instructional decisions not based
primarily on any set of various knowledge sources, but because of the
constraints and affordances that existed in her teaching context. | began to
sketch a visual representation of what a teacher’s teaching context might look
like, and | began to sort through Aileen’s data. As | worked through Aileen’s and
then Bethany's data, | continued to develop my understanding of teaching

context, and | fine-tuned and adjusted the visual | had created to represent

teaching context. It soon became apparent to me that the most interesting
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finding from my study involved the role of teaching context as teachers
developed their writing practice. In the next section | briefly describe how this
changed the shape of my study and | preview the following chapter which
presents my teaching context visual and where | hypothesize about the role of
teaching context in learning to teach.
Realizing the Role of Teaching Context

While each of the teachers was able to identify sources of knowledge that
they drew on to teach writing, they also talked often and passionately about other
aspects of the classroom and school setting that seemed to influence the
decisions they made. For example, Celina, in her fourth year of teaching,
described the daily Writing Workshops she had used for writing instruction during
her first three years of teaching. However, during this study, Celina had modified
the frequency of her Writing Workshop to only occur three days a week. The
other two days of the week Celina focused on writing that prepared her students
for the state’s writing assessment test. She did this because of the high stakes
nature of testing in our state and the fact that her school, Crestview, had received
very poor reading and writing scores during the previous two school years. In
fact, Crestview was in jeopardy of being run by the state if test scores did not
improve.

As ideas like this emerged from my data, it became clear to me that more
than just various knowledge sources were influencing Celina, Aileen and Bethany
as they planned and taught writing. | began to re-examine my data to try to

determine the various influences in each school and classroom context. | found



that the students, school, community, district, state, and federal government
potentially influenced the way each teacher thought about writing instruction.
These aspects of teaching context were ones that the teachers had little control
over. However, there were some aspects of the teaching context that teachers
could control — the pedagogies and methods they employed, the materials they
accessed, and the colleagues they sought out. Additionally teachers had their
own background knowledge and prior experiences to draw from that were neither
within or outside of their control, but were none-the-less highly influential. Their
evolving teaching identities also appeared to be shaping instructional decisions.
So, using the broad idea of teaching context | eventually reshaped my research
question to:

What influences beginning teachers in an urban setting as they translate

and implement a particular aspect of their writing curriculum into practice?
Sub questions were:

What knowledge sources do these teachers draw on?

What contextual factors influence their instruction decisions?

How do they manage the various knowledge sources and aspects of their

context?
From these emerging findings about context, | created a visual to represent a
teacher’s teaching context. In the next chapter | share this visual with you and
describe its potential role in learning to teach for Aileen, Celina and Bethany.
Because it made sense to look at each teacher’s context individually, it was at

this point | decided to organize my work as three case studies, rather than by an
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overarching theme or pattern. While this research remained focused on teacher
knowledge, it also expanded to include the knowledge and influence of teaching
context.

Limitations of the Study

This study was limited by the logistics and time constraints on three
practicing teachers and one busy graduate student. In my initial proposal, |
stated that | would like to videotape each teacher 1-3 times each semester. My
intention was to achieve the upper end of this. However, | was only able to
videotape each teacher once in the fall semester, and, in the spring, | videotaped
Celina only once, Bethany twice, and Aileen three times. The reason for only
one videotaped observation in the fall this was due to the Gambell School
District's policy that all research must be conducted between October 1% and
April 30, and therefore | was not able to begin right away in September as | had
hoped.

Aileen was the easiest teacher to schedule time with, and that makes
sense as we will see that her teaching context provided her the most freedom
and flexibility. Bethany would not let me observe at all during January and not in
February until after the MEAP test had been given. She reported that she would
be doing MEAP preparation during January, and would not be having regular
writing workshops. Obviously, | honored her request. Celina and | had to
reschedule a great number of videotaped observations due to many factors.
Since Celina only taught Writing Workshop three days a week, we were already

limited to those three days. Celina had teacher candidates from the local
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university in her classroom on two of those three days, and decided that it would
be problematic for me to videotape when the teacher candidates were present.
That left one day a week that we could schedule observations. If something
came up for either of us (e.g. an unannounced |IEPC), rescheduling often took
two or three weeks. While these limitations prevented me from collecting more
data on each teacher, they also confirmed my emerging hypothesis that teaching
context was shaping what the teachers did in the classroom, not only in terms of
instructional decisions for writing, but also to schedule simple videotaped
observations of regular writing instruction. On a related note, | was able to
conduct all the interview, viewing sessions, and materials discussions that | had
planned, because the teachers had more control over their after school time.
These data collections all took place outside the school day, and therefore were
much easier to manage.

This study was also limited by the small sample size. While studying three
teachers allowed me to get to know each one at a deeper level, and to engage
them in substantive conversations across the year, it also hindered me from
making broad generalizations. My decision to use ethnographic methods to
study these teachers required that | spend time with each of them in their
classroom environments and that | look at their teaching over time. The more
teachers in the study, the less likely it is that | would have had enough time to
delve as deeply as | did into each case. Repeating the study with more teachers
would permit a larger sample size and add to the generalizability of the findings.

This is discussed in more detail in the final chapter.
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Chapter 3
EXPLORING TEACHING CONTEXT AND ITS ROLE IN SHAPING TEACHING
PRACTICE

McLaughlin & Talbert (2001) found that teaching context in high schools
was shaped by both students and subject matter. In a longitudinal study, they
“analyze[d] teachers’ work within fairly typical school organization structures and
consider[ed] ways in which conditions in multiple administrative levels shape
teachers’ daily work and careers” (p. 143). As a result of their work with sixteen
high schools in four states, these researchers represented the multiple and
embedded settings and contexts of schooling in a set of nested boxes. In earlier
work, this group of researchers found that social and institutional contexts of
teaching permeated every layer of school organization (Cohen, McLaughlin, &
Talbert, 1993). They also believed that these forces shaped what went on in
classrooms, the actual instructional decisions that teachers made on a daily
basis. Further, they sensed that this aspect of teaching was basically ignored in
the educational literature.

Other researchers have investigated the various contexts that teachers
work within. Chubb & Moe (1990) argued that private schools free teachers from
the bureaucratic constraints of public education, which in turn enabled them to be
more responsive to parents and students. Apple (1982) and McNeil (1986) also
believed that bureaucracy constrained teachers’ authority and often served to
routinize the work that teachers did in schools. Other studies have shown that

different social class structures of parents, schools, and communities influenced
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what happened in them (Anyon, 1980; Lareau, 2000; Metz, 1978; Oakes, 1985).
For example, Lareau (1987, 2000) looked at two elementary schools with
differing levels of parents’ social class. She found vast differences in the way
parents intervened and supported education between the two schools and this
caused teachers to react in different ways. This group of studies, provides
further support that the context in which teachers work shapes their evolving
practice.
Representing Teaching Context

This entire body of work has been influential in my own thinking about how
various contexts interact and influence the work that teachers do in classrooms.
In this chapter, | present a model of teaching context and | hypothesize about its
application to not only Celina, Aileen and Bethany, but to all classroom teachers.
Context is defined by Webster's New World Dictionary (2002) as “the whole
background or environment.” Most of the educational research that considers
context interprets teaching context to include all the factors that shape, influence,
or interact with the teacher and the act of teaching. | have interpreted teaching
context in a similar way and the model presented below represents the factors
that this study confirmed to be present for Aileen, Bethany and Celina.

Evolution of the Visual Model

The visual model that | present next evolved over the course of several
months and through conversations with committee members and colleagues.
What began as a metaphor of an explorer traveling uncharted territory to explain

patterns in the data was first transformed into a Venn-like diagram. This diagram
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was eventually shaped into a web visual, where ideas about connections, sizes
of circles, the center of the visual, and the explanation of how it represented
teaching context emerged. The teacher is the actor in these various contexts
and is therefore centered in the middle of the teaching context. The outer circles
in the web indicate the various factors that make up a teaching context. They
include policy environments, students, community, colleagues, materials, and
teaching tools. Teaching takes place in and among the various relationships and
connections within the entire model.
A Sociocultural Framework

This study is situated in a sociocultural framework as represented in this
teaching visual. Research shows that the social and cultural norms of any
environment influence and shape what happens in that environment.
Sociocultural theory helped me focus my research on the culture that existed in
these schools and to determine what part of the existing culture influenced and
interacted as teachers enacted and developed practice. Further, the teaching
context in which teachers found themselves existed within specific cultural and
social environments, and because these are crucial to understanding and
working in schools, | have situated the teaching context visual within a
sociocultural frame.

The Model of Teaching Context

Figure 1 represents a generic model of teaching context. The generic

model emerged from the data as | noted that things other than knowledge were

influencing the teachers’ instructional decisions. Factors such as certain policies
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and mandates, students, families, co-workers, and teachers’ deeply held beliefs
continued to emerge from the data and were some of the early categories | had
for the visual model. | drafted a generic model from Celina’s data (she was the
first teacher whose data | analyzed) and then tried to apply each teacher’s
specific situation to the model as | continued to analyze the data. The model
shifted and changed over time as | considered different labels for the circles,
experimented with different kinds of visual models (such as a Venn Diagram),
and thought about how best to represent the relationships between the various
factors that make a teaching context. The circles in this visual represent the
teacher and the aspects of teaching context identified above, The lines connect
each aspect of the visual to each other aspect. As | proceeded with my analysis
of the data, | hypothesized that these lines represented potential connections
between the various aspects of teaching context. In this section, | will describe
what is contained in each factor and then talk about the visual as a whole,
describing in more detail the connections that the lines represent, and discuss

other nuances of the teaching context visual.
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Figure 1. Teaching Context Model
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The Circles

The circles are shaded differently because | wanted to represent that the
outer circles are not the same as the teacher. Because the teacher is the one
navigating and moving within her context, | wanted to represent her in a way that
was different from the other circles. In subsequent chapters, the outer circles will
vary in size for individual teachers, depending on how much each factor
influences that teacher’s instructional decisions. The largest circles in each
teacher’s teaching context indicate the aspects that were most influential during
this study, as she learned to teach writing. It was interesting to discover that
while all aspects of the teaching context existed for all three teachers, the sizes
of the circles varied because different aspects of each teacher’s teaching context
had different influences for each teacher.

The teacher. As mentioned above, the teacher is in the center of the
teaching context visual because she’ is the actor within the system and the one
who is making instructional decisions. The teacher's identity forms the content of
the teacher circle and includes demographic information, background
experiences, beliefs and dispositions, and teaching persona. Where a teacher
comes from, what she brings with her into the classroom, and what her beliefs
are shape the kind of teacher she ultimately becomes. Palmer (1998) strongly
argued that teachers must realize this and must embrace their own personal
identities, going so far as to say, “good teaching comes from the identity and

integrity of the teacher” (p. 10). He believed that teaching techniques and

* The pronoun “her” is used throughout this document when talking about teachers because all
the teachers in this study were women. However, this is not to imply that the same ideas do not
apply to male teachers, because | believe that they do.
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knowledge about children are not all that are needed for good teaching and that
“the connections made by good teachers are not held in their methods, but in
their hearts — meaning hearts in its ancient sense, as the place where intellect
and emotion and spirit will converge in the human self” (p. 11). My
representation of the teacher embodied these sentiments as well as those of
Danielwicz (2001) whose work was described in Chapter 2. In my work, who
Celina, Aileen and Bethany were as teachers influenced, to a great extent, their
evolving writing practice.

The teacher circle on the visual then, represents not only demographic
information and ideas about beliefs, attitudes, and dispositions, but also those of
emotion, intellect and spirit of each teacher. Educational background, work
experience, family, sense of humor and teaching philosophy also exist in the
identities that teachers establish. As was discussed in Chapter 1, identity is
something that evolves over time (Clark & Peterson, 1986). It is also possible
that teachers hold more than one identity at a time (a mother, a wife, a daughter,
etc.) and the sometimes these multiple identities can be conflicting (Danielewicz,
2001). Celina, Bethany, and Aileen are beginning teachers, and as such, have
newly-formed and still-evolving teaching identities. Contextual, social, and
personal factors influence how they think about and shape teaching practice, and
at the same time, these factors continually mold and reshape each teacher's
identity. The teachers’ identities in this study were influential in shaping their

evolving writing practice.



Students. The students in a teaching context included the actual
individual students in a classroom and their unique needs. These needs
included social, emotional, academic, linguistic, cultural, and economic. The
number of students in a particular classroom might also be a factor that
influenced a teacher’s decision making, as well as how the children interacted
with each other. The kind of classroom environment that resulted from each
particular mix of children, whether explicitly planned and designed by the teacher
or not, is also represented by this circle. For Aileen and Celina, who their
students were influenced the work they did. This was less so for Bethany, and
as | describe her case in Chapter 6, we will see that Bethany did not ignore her
students, rather her attention was focused on other aspects of her teaching
context.

Community. Community included several features. First was the grade
level because each grade level had its own inherent set of expectations, issues,
constraints and affordances. Another feature of community was the school itself;
including the morale of the building, the physical aspects of the building, and the
status the school has within the larger community. A third feature of community
was the neighborhood surrounding the school, from which most of the school’s
student population are drawn. The existence of a Parent Teacher Organization
(PTO), the support of various local businesses, and the geographic location of
the community within the district were all aspects of this part of community.
Some schools within the Gambell School District were magnet schools — having

a specific academic focus, and those kinds of differences shaped a particular
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teacher’s teaching context. The final aspect of community was whether the
community was rural, urban, suburban, or has some other classification (e.g. a
charter or parochial school).

Each of these features of community can influence how teachers make
instructional decisions. Gambell is an urban school district, so that part of the
teaching context was similar for Aileen, Bethany and Celina, even though their
individual schools were slightly different. Grade level varied for these teachers,
and in this study that aspect of teaching context was particularly relevant,
because all three teachers were influenced by grade level as they made
instructional decisions for teaching writing. As well, two of the three teachers
were in magnet schools and for Bethany this was a contributing factor in the
shaping of her writing practice.

Colleagues. Teachers sought support for their work from a variety of
sources. In terms of human resources, teachers sought out other teachers — in
their schools, in their district, and from their teacher preparation programs. In
addition, the school principal and other support personnel (e.g. reading specialist,
librarian) were potentially valued colleagues for classroom teachers. Some
colleagues may not be sought out, but are assigned, such as mentors for
beginning teachers. In some cases, mentors were supportive and helpful, in
other situations they were almost invisible, and sometimes mentors created
additional tensions for beginning teachers. Each of the teachers in this study
sought out other professionals to encourage, collaborate and guide them in their

development of writing practice. Aileen was the only one of the three who
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seemed to benefit from being assigned a formal mentor by the Gambell School
District, even though Celina was assigned a mentor during her first year, and the
Gambell School District claims to provide mentors for all untenured teachers. A
mentor was expected to support a beginning teacher’s acclimation to the school
and teaching. More important than a formal mentor however, was the presence
of other, self-selected mentors, as all three of the teachers sought out informal
mentors in their early years of teaching.

Maternials. Teachers also sought out material resources. They looked for
professional books, trade books, and Internet websites to support their teaching.
They borrowed ideas from other teachers, attended workshops and conferences
and sometimes went back to college to pursue an additional degree. Teachers
became very good at accumulating a set of materials to support their instruction.
This aspect of teaching context also included dist;ict provided and required
materials, as well as manipulatives and other hands-on materials. While the sets
of materials varied greatly for Aileen, Celina and Bethany, each sought out and
used professional resources aside from their district selected and provided
materials.

One professional development opportunity provided a wealth of materials
for all three teachers in this study. Literacy Instructional Frameworks Training
(LIFT) was a balanced literacy approach that was offered each semester by the
local intermediate school district (ISD)(Intermediate School District, 2004). The
workshops occurred weekly across a school semester, with substitute teachers

provided by the district so that teachers could attend. The workshops focused on
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a variety of instructional strategies including emergent literacy, comprehension
frameworks, writing, text selection, and classroom management. Professional
books were included as part of the workshops and teachers were able to
continue to draw from the books even after their LIFT session ended. In addition,
teachers were trained how to administer Michigan'’s Literacy Progress Profile
(MLPP), a set of assessment tools to measure students’ literacy abilities.
Teaching tools. In order to make informed instructional decisions,
teachers drew from a set of teaching tools that had been developed throughout
the course of their lives. Beginning when they were children in K-12 schools,
teachers were absorbing and learning various ways to teach. In teacher
preparation courses, and field experiences, novice teachers learned about a
variety of methods and tools for delivering instruction. By the time teachers were
assigned their first classroom, they likely had a repertoire of teaching tools from
which to draw for planning and implementing instruction. Grossman and
colleagues (1999) described teaching tools as falling into two categories. First
were conceptual tools which included frameworks, principals, and ideas about
teaching, learning, and literacy. These helped guide teachers in decision making
in a broad sense. The second kind of tools were pedagogical tools that included
the classroom practices, strategies, and resources that have immediate and local
utility. So, in theory, a teacher would use conceptual tools to help her select the
appropriate pedagogical tools. In my visual | have represented both conceptual

and pedagogical tools in the teaching tools circle. Bethany, Celina and Aileen
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demonstrated the existence of teaching tools and their reliance on such tools
supported them as they taught writing.

Policy environments. The policy environments aspect of teaching context
included various policies and mandates from the federal, state and local levels. It
included high-stakes testing, standards based teaching, and federally funded
grants. For this study, the policy environment for Aileen, Bethany and Celina
was similar, since they all taught in the same district. In the final section of this
chapter | describe this policy environment. Next however, | describe how the
lines connecting various aspects of the teaching context represent potential
tensions.

Connecting Lines

The lines showed the possible connections between the various parts of a
teacher’s context. They also represented the possible locations for tensions for
each teacher. | used the terms tension and harmony throughout this work to
describe the positive or negative situations that these connections brought. If a
connection was negative, having two opposing viewpoints, constraining the
teacher — | found this to cause tension for the teacher. Obviously many tensions
existed for teachers between and among the various aspects of their teaching
context. Some, however, were easily manageable or dismissed, and did not
have a great influence on a teacher’s instructional decisions. Other tensions
however, were quite problematic and teachers were forced to find ways to deal

with the tensions. Those tensions are the ones that | am most interested in and |
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explore some of these tensions for Aileen, Bethany, and Celina in the upcoming
chapters.

Not all the connections in a teaching context were negative however, and
not all created tension. Some connections provided positive energy so that the
teacher could continue working on teaching practice and is motivated to move
forward. | termed these kinds of positive connections harmonious, and | will
demonstrate that each teacher used some of this harmony to tackle or help her
manage the tensions. Additionally teachers also used the positive energy from
harmonious connections to work on some aspect of their writing practice and to
plan for the future.

Acquiesce, accommodate or resist. Dealing with tensions might happen in
a variety of ways. Borrowing from the work of Smagorinsky, Lakly, and Johnson,
| propose the terms acquiesce, accommodate and resist (2002). In their study of
first year teacher, Andrea, these researchers found that Andrea acquiesced
when she felt “handcuffed by requirements and at odds with the curriculum” (p.
196), accommodated when she found ways to move between her ideals and her
realities, and resisted (only near the very end of her first year) when she opposed
the curriculum. | will use these terms to explain the reactions that Celina, Aileen
and Bethany had to the policy-related tensions inherent in their teaching
contexts.

Finessing. Because Aileen, Bethany and Celina are the actors in their
teaching contexts, it seems clear that they act or move in some way, throughout

and among the various aspects of their teaching contexts. Throughout this work
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| use the terms navigate, manage, and balance to refer to the ways the teachers
maneuver. | introduce the term “finesse” to mean a precise and complicated
system of manipulating and maneuvering certain aspects of teaching context as
the teachers learned to teach writing during this study. The term finesse was
originally revealed to me through a summary document of elementary teacher
preparation published by the International Reading Association (2003). They
claim that:

The better prepared teachers are so well grounded in their vision of

literacy and their ability to teach reading that they are more comfortable

finessing the system, enriching the program, and drawing from a

repertoire of strategies to help struggling readers. (p. 7)

The more | considered what my data was revealing to me about the importance
of teaching context in shaping evolving practice, | realized that Celina, Bethany
and Aileen were learning how to finesse their teaching contexts.

It would obviously be very difficult for beginning teachers to attend to all of
these influences at the same time so | hypothesize that beginning teachers must
make choices. What they pay attention to matters. Some connections created
tensions that could not be ignored and must be attended to. | provide specific
examples of how Celina, Aileen and Bethany did this in the following chapters. In
each of the following chapters (4-6) | present Bethany'’s, Aileen’s and Celina’s
teaching contexts individually. For each | illustrate how the visual helps us make
sense of how she is learning to teach writing. In each circle, | provide specific
information for that teacher, and include only the lines in the visual that created

areas of tension or harmony for each teacher. The individual visuals will help us

see how each new teacher’s journey of learning to teach can be vastly different
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from any other new teacher’s journey. | now conclude this chapter with a
description of the common policy environments that Celina, Bethany and Aileen
worked within during this study. In subsequent chapters | will show how each
case helped me test and deepen my understanding of the visual as | tried to
figure out how and if the visual “worked.”

Celina’s, Aileen’s and Bethany’s Policy Environment

The teaching context visual helped me realize the various aspects of
teaching context. In this section of the chapter, | explain the various policies that
influence the Gambell School District and the individual schools that Celina,
Aileen, and Bethany teach in. This section is organized from the widest policy
environments (i.e. at the federal level) to the state, district and local school levels.

Federal Level Policies
No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

NCLB is the federal government's most recent policy governing the
instruction of the nation’s children. Signed by President Bush in January 2002,
NCLB calls for:

increased accountability for States, school districts, and schools; greater

choice for parents and students, particularly those attending low-

performing schools; more flexibility for States and local educational
agencies in the use of Federal education dollars; and a stronger emphasis
on reading, especially for our youngest children. (US Department of

Education, 2001).

The president joined many policy makers and citizens when he claimed that
“many of our nation’s neediest students are being left behind” (NCLB website,

3/25/03). This revision of the ESEA (Elementary and Secondary Education Act)

required states to enact challenging standards in reading and mathematics and
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to test annually all students in grades 3-8 to see if they were achieving those
standards. Further, the act required that learning outcomes for all groups of
students, disaggregated by poverty, race, ethnicity, disability and limited English
proficiency, be written so that all groups become proficient by the year 2013.
Schools that did not make adequate yearly progress (AYP) as measured by the
annual tests would be subjected to corrective action, and restructuring measures
aimed at improving student learning. Schools that met or exceeded AYP would
be eligible for State Academic Achievement Awards. While the federal
government required that states must measure its students’ achievement, it was
up to the individual states to develop and implement their own way to do this.
Reading First. While there are many facets and components of the NCLB
Act (the document is over 1200 pages long), the part that interacts with this study
is the Reading First grant. The President’s Reading First initiative supported
Bush’s commitment to make sure that every child can read by the end of third
grade by providing funding for schools that use scientifically-based reading
programs. Six year grants were made available for states who then determined
the sub-grants awarded to local communities. Because Reading First focuses on
providing beginning readers with a strong foundation in reading, the grant targets
mainstream K-3 classrooms. It is based on the findings of years of scientific
research compiled and reported by the National Reading Panel (NRP)(2000). It is
interesting to note that NCLB and Reading First target reading— not writing or any
of the other components in the language arts. In fact, writing is never mentioned

in the entire NCLB document. However, the NCLB Act did influence at least one
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teacher in this study as she learned to teach writing within the constraints of the
Reading First grant. It will become evident that Celina made instructional
decisions for writing based on the mandates of time, materials, and pedagogy
that existed because her school was awarded a Reading First grant.
The State Level

Reading First

The state of Michigan’s Reading First grant eligibility was $28.4 million per
year for up to six years. The Department of Education for the state of Michigan
published a list of those school districts that met the criteria for the grant (among
those criteria were having 40% or more of students fall below the lowest category
on the state reading test and having 15% of children living in poverty). Local
school districts on the list were invited to submit a grant application adhering to
the guidelines of the grant. The grant had to show how districts would provide
ongoing professional development for its Kindergarten through third grade
teachers in the areas of phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension (the five areas that comprised the results of the NRP’s report).
School districts also had to provide assurance that they would purchase and use
materials<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>