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Abstract of Dissertation  

Learning to Teach Writing: A Multiple Case Study of Elementary Preservice Teachers' 

Experiences   

 

 This research investigated the experiences of six elementary preservice teachers 

as they learned to teach writing during a language arts methods course where they were 

immersed in a Writing Workshop. In addition, this study illuminates how five preservice 

teachers' experiences were transformative, according to Mezirow's theory of 

transformative learning (1991, 2000). A qualitative case study methodology was 

employed and data collection included three in-depth phenomenological interviews, 

observations of 13 course meetings, and documents written by participants as 

requirements of the course.  

 First, participant data were analyzed inductively to describe each preservice 

teacher's experience. Across all cases, seven common categories of findings emerged: 

learning to write, start of course beliefs, course experiences, sharing writing, intern 

placement, course learning, and change in beliefs. Cross-case analysis revealed that 

preservice teachers experienced learning to teach writing through their beliefs about 

writing and themselves as writers; beliefs were informed by their prior experiences with 

writing, primarily K-12 school experiences. Strategies used by the instructor and course 

experiences — especially, ample opportunities to write, share writing, and take writing 

through the writing process — contributed to preservice teachers having more confidence 

in themselves as writers and less fears about writing.  

 Five of the six preservice teachers had learning experiences that could be 

classified as transformative. Their transformation process included: 1) experiencing a 

disorienting dilemma sparked by an aspect of the course; 2) engaging in critical reflection 
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to examine assumptions; 3) participating in discourse to better understand their 

experiences with writing; 4) trying out new ways of being a writer or writing teacher and 

gaining confidence in those new roles; and, 5) making plans to act on reframed 

perspectives of themselves as writers and writing teachers. 

 This study concludes with a discussion of how the findings relate to the extant 

literature on learning to teach writing. In addition, the discussion suggests how using 

Mezirow's theory of transformative learning as a lens can enhance teacher educators’ 

understandings, but also describes the five ways the researcher found using the 

framework problematic. Finally, recommendations for teacher educators are offered and 

future research topics are suggested. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction to the Study 

 In a publication released by the U.S. Department of Education, a panel of 

educators established four core recommendations for teaching elementary students to be 

effective writers (Graham et al., 2012). One of the panel’s recommendations to 

elementary teachers was to teach students using the writing process. Intended to be a 

practice guide based upon research, the panel also assigned a level of evidence to each 

recommendation ranging from minimal to strong. The only recommendation of the four 

that was assigned a rating of strong evidence, indicating that there was consistent 

evidence that this practice improves student outcomes, was to teach students using the 

writing process.   

Despite research indicating that the process writing approach is effective in 

improving student writing at the elementary level (e.g., Graham & Sandmel, 2011), it is 

not always taught to preservice teachers during their preparation. In an informal survey 

sent to 104 institutions across all states preparing teachers at the elementary and 

secondary level, Totten (2005) found that only six institutions “indicated that the concept 

of process writing was included — along with numerous other pedagogical components 

— in methods courses for preservice students” (p. 17). Moreover, during teacher 

preparation, the attention given to the teaching of writing, or writing development in 

general, is limited (Graves, 2002; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; National Commission 

on Writing, 2003, 2006; Meyers et al., 2016; Morgan, 2010; Norman & Spencer, 2005; 

Pardo, 2006). 
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During my own preparation to be an elementary teacher, I was never taught 

specifically how to provide instruction in writing. My training in writing instruction 

occurred over one semester as part of a combination course that included both social 

studies and language arts methods. I enjoyed this course immensely and learned a lot 

about integrating language arts into the social studies curriculum. I never remember 

realizing that there may have been something missing from my teacher training. This may 

have been, in part, due to my own experiences in school learning to write. I had been 

taught to write through a more traditional method — one that included spelling tests, 

grammar exercises, and textbook lessons — with prescriptive approaches that evaluated 

the written product, but never paid much attention to the writing process.  

After being hired to teach fifth grade, as part of a typical practice, the school 

district sent me and all beginning teachers to a Reading and Writing Institute. During 

several weeks over the summer, I was taught how to implement the Writing Workshop. 

This experience sparked my passion for the teaching of writing and my own continuous 

growth as a writer. Through my doctoral work, I have come to understand this experience 

as transformative. As a teacher, I learned how essential positive and effective experiences 

with writing are in one’s development as a writer. I embarked on this research 

understanding the potentially transformative power that training in writing instruction can 

have on preservice teachers because of my own experience; yet, this is an experience that 

many elementary teachers have not had. In this research, I addressed one central problem 

that currently exists in preparing elementary school teachers: the lack of knowledge 

regarding the most effective ways to prepare elementary preservice teachers to be 

teachers of writing. 
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Statement of the Problem  

In 2003, the National Commission on Writing deemed writing the “neglected R” 

in K-12 schools and in school reform; subsequently, they asserted that a “writing 

revolution” was needed (p. 3). The Commission highlighted that being able to write well 

was an essential skill necessary for approximately 90% of professionals. Yet, national 

survey results indicated that elementary students spend less than three hours per week 

writing, and that two-thirds of that writing time is spent copying words and sentences 

(National Commission on Writing, 2003). Additional large-scale research conducted by 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in 2011 showed that only 24% 

of students in grades eight and twelve were proficient in writing (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2012). The National Commission on Writing (2003, 2006) called for 

nationwide improvement in the teaching of writing, recommending that every teacher 

complete a course in writing theory and practice in order to obtain a teaching license. 

Thus, the demands to improve writing instruction at the elementary level place an 

increased expectation on teacher educators.   

 It is crucial that preservice teachers be prepared to teach writing to their future 

students, mainly because the most critical in-school component to increasing the literacy 

skills of K-12 students is the teacher (National Writing Project & Nagin, 2006).  

Nevertheless, many teachers are simply not prepared to teach writing to their students 

(e.g., National Writing Project & Nagin, 2006; National Commission on Writing, 2003, 

2006). Although we know more about effective teaching strategies for preparing 

elementary students to be proficient in writing (see Graham et al. 2012), there is still a 

limited understanding regarding how preservice teachers learn to teach writing (e.g., 
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Kennedy, 1998; Morgan & Pytash, 2014; Norman & Spencer, 2005). National research 

shows that very little instruction in the teaching of writing is provided to elementary 

preservice teachers (Myers et al., 2016; National Commission on Writing, 2003, 2006; 

Totten, 2005). On the whole, the emphasis in coursework for literacy instruction at the 

elementary level is on reading theory and instruction, as opposed to writing (Norman & 

Spencer, 2005; Pardo, 2006). 

However, preservice teachers do not enter their preparation programs without 

years of schooling and exposure to some method of writing instruction. Many preservice 

teachers bring beliefs about schooling based on their own experiences as students and 

images from elementary and secondary classrooms to their coursework (Kagan, 1992; 

Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Richardson, 2003). Research in writing teacher education shows 

that preservice teachers report mostly negative writing experiences in school as an 

elementary or secondary student (e.g., Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014). Critical feedback from K-12 teachers 

was the most commonly reported reason for preservice teachers' negative attitudes 

towards writing; “red pen marks” were mentioned as leaving lasting negative impressions 

on preservice teachers (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Norman & Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007).  

Lortie (1975) asserted that teachers follow an “apprenticeship of observation” and 

often teach how they were taught. During teacher preparation, coursework is filtered 

through preservice teachers’ preconceived beliefs and ideas, and those beliefs and ideas 

are often resistant to change (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 2003; 

Taylor, 1999). Specifically, with regard to writing, research results show that preservice 
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teachers’ beliefs about writing prior to completing coursework are generally unfavorable 

(Bowie, 1996; Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; Lickteig et al., 1999; Morgan, 2010; 

Napoli, 2001; Street, 2003; Stockinger, 2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002). In one study, just 

a third of preservice teachers believed that writing was a skill that could be improved 

with instruction (Norman & Spencer, 2005). Similarly, Street (2003) found that some 

preservice teachers “doubted writing could be taught”, or that “[writing] was a gift one 

possessed or failed to possess” (p. 39).  

Teacher education must provide opportunities for preservice teachers to alter 

potentially negative or damaging beliefs and frames of reference about teaching and 

learning (Feiman- Nemser, 2001; Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1995; Kennedy, 1998; 

Richardson, 2003; Wideen, Mayer-Smith & Moon, 1998). Belief development of 

preservice teachers during teacher education is crucial, as there is a relationship between 

teachers’ beliefs about writing and their writing instruction (e.g., Bratcher & Stroble, 

1994; Florio- Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Grossman et al., 2000; Kennedy, 1998; Street, 

2003). The review of literature in Chapter 2 includes research that examined the influence 

that a course in writing instruction and accompanying experiences had on preservice 

teachers’ beliefs and understandings (e.g., Chambless & Bass, 1995; Florio-Ruane & 

Lensmire, 1990; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Gardner, 2014; Grossman et al., 2000; 

Kennedy, 1998; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Watson & 

Lacina, 2002). However, all but two (Gardner, 2014; Street, 2003) of these studies listed 

the instructor of the course as the primary and sometimes sole researcher; this has the 

potential to influence participant data. Additionally, only four studies (Grisham & 

Wolsey, 2011; Grossman et al., 2000; Norman & Spencer, 2002; Tracy et al., 2014) 
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examined for this review included preservice teacher participants who were graduate 

elementary education students. As a growing number of elementary teachers are prepared 

within graduate programs, research that investigates graduate elementary preservice 

teachers as they experience learning to teach writing is needed.  

Purpose  

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study is to describe the experiences 

of graduate elementary preservice teachers as they learned to teach writing by engaging 

in Writing Workshop1 during a language arts methods course. In addition, this study 

made connections between the experience of learning to teach writing through a 

nontraditional method and the transformative power of that experience. 

Research Questions 

Two research questions were designed to drive this study:  

1. How do elementary preservice teachers experience learning to teach 

writing in a language arts methods course where they are asked to engage 

in a Writing Workshop?  

2. While learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course, can the 

revealed experiences of elementary preservice teachers be classified as 

transformative? If so, how and in what ways? 

Theoretical Context  

Unlike informational learning, which consists of adding new information to an 

already existing meaning scheme, or extending “already established cognitive 

                                                      
1 In this study, the instructor immersed preservice teachers in Writing Workshop by having them 
participate various mini-lesson activities, take a writing piece of their choosing through the writing 
process, engage in writing groups, and use a writer's notebook. The participants' experience of 
Writing Workshop was framed by the instructor's interpretation of the model.  
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capacities”, transformative learning has to do with change (Kegan, 2000, p. 48). There 

are a number of learning theories grounded in the idea that a learning experience can be 

transforming or transformative (Merriam, Cafarella & Baumgartner, 2007); the most 

well-known and clearly established theory of transformative learning is that of Jack 

Mezirow’s (1991, 2000). Mezirow’s theory of transformation grew out of a qualitative 

study he conducted on adult women’s perspectives of returning to college. From this 

original work, Mezirow (1978) reported that the adult learner experiences ten phases in 

order to reach perspective transformation:  

1) Experience a disorienting dilemma 

2) Undergo self-examination (including self-doubt or guilt) 

3) Conduct a critical assessment of internalized assumptions and feel a sense of 

alienation from traditional expectations 

4) Relate discontent to the similar experiences of others, recognize that the problem 

is shared 

5) Explore alternative possibilities 

6) Plan how to act 

7) Acquire new knowledge and skills 

8) Experiment and assess new roles 

9) Build competence and self-confidence with new role 

10)  Reintegrate with the new perspective 

More recent research grounded in the theory of transformative learning maintains that 

some form of the suggested phase outline occurs, but that the process is often recursive 
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and fluid as opposed to linear (Cranton, 2006; Taylor, 2000). It is the latter, more fluid 

conception of transformative learning that provides the framework for this study.   

Through discourse and critical self-reflection, Mezirow (1990) asserted that adults 

can transform their meaning perspectives or frames of reference. Meaning perspectives, 

comprised of beliefs, assumptions, and theories, are typically formed during childhood 

and adolescence through interactions and experiences with adults. In adult education 

settings, these meaning perspectives can act as a filter or obstruction to learning 

unfamiliar concepts and processes. Accordingly, the goal of transformative learning is for 

adults to identify the frames of reference, “challenge these presuppositions, explore 

alternate perspectives, transform old ways of understanding and act on new perspectives” 

(Mezirow, 1990, p. 18).   

Not all learning experiences evoke transformation (Merriam et al. 2007; Mezirow, 

1991). However, “if a person responds to the alternative habit of mind by reconsidering 

and revising prior belief systems, the learning becomes transformative” (Cranton, 2006, 

p. 24). Mezirow’s model for transformation includes four main components: disorienting 

dilemma, critical reflection, discourse, and action (Merriam et al., 2007; Cranton, 2006). 

These components comprised the original conceptual framework that guided this study.   

Conceptual Framework 

The original conceptual framework for this study was designed directly from an 

integration of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning and the themes that emerged 

from the review of literature on preservice teachers’ experiences learning to teach 

writing. Using the four core components of transformative learning (i.e., disorienting 

dilemma, critical reflection, discourse, and action), this framework demonstrates the 
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process of transformative learning for preservice teachers within a Writing Workshop 

setting.  

Within this framework, I suggest that engagement in a course, based on the theory 

and practice of Writing Workshop, might cause participants to experience a disorienting 

dilemma because of the mismatch between the preservice teachers' experiences learning 

to write and the design of the language arts methods course. A disorienting dilemma 

occurs when “previously held views no longer fit – they are too narrow, too limiting, and 

do not explain the new experience” (Cranton & King, 2003, p. 32). A single experience 

— the disorienting dilemma — represents the catalyst in triggering a transformative 

learning experience, acting as an impetus for a process of critical reflection and 

discourse.  

As a result of the disorienting dilemma brought on by course experiences, 

participants might be encouraged, or find it necessary, to engage in critical reflection. 

Critical reflection is the “means by which we work through our beliefs and assumptions, 

assessing their validity in the light of the new experiences or knowledge, considering 

their sources, and examining underlying premises” (Cranton, 2002, p. 65). Not only does 

the mismatch between preservice teachers’ prior experiences and their new 

understandings provide an opportunity for reflection to occur, but the course itself also 

requires reflection through regular journaling. Through this critically reflective process, I 

posit that preservice teachers will challenge “habitual patterns of expectation, the 

meaning perspectives with which [they] have made sense out of [their] encounters with 

the world” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 12). Mainly, participants will ask questions of themselves 

and of the course content as a means of critical reflection. For example, participants 
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might question why one should learn to write through a process method, among other 

questions that may validate or reject prior assumptions about writing.  

Discourse also provides an opportunity for participants to weigh options and 

explore alternative understandings through conversation with peers and an instructor. 

Through discourse, participants understand that “discontent and [the] process of 

transformation is shared and that others have negotiated similar change” (Taylor, 1998, p. 

8). As a result of these interactions, a broadening of meaning perspectives regarding 

writing, learning to write, and the teaching of writing may occur. Still, Mezirow (1991, 

2000) argued that transformation is never fully complete without action. This 

reintegration, where one takes action with the new perspective, embodies the conclusion 

of the transformation process as Mezirow defines it. 

Statement of Potential Significance  

The findings from this study add to the limited existing knowledge base around 

preparing elementary preservice teachers for writing instruction. This work has the 

potential to contribute to the movement for writing reform explained at the start of this 

chapter. As the reform movement calls for elementary preservice teachers to take courses 

on the teaching of writing, future elementary preservice teachers might benefit from this 

work as it provides an example of preservice teachers’ experiences taking a course solely 

based on the teaching of writing. This study also provides insights on the influence that a 

course on the writing process, specifically the Writing Workshop, has on graduate 

preservice teachers’ beliefs about writing, the role of writing in the classroom, and the 

teaching of writing. It is for these reasons that teacher educators at the graduate level are 

the primary beneficiaries of this research. Those who educate teachers for elementary 
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positions will find specific ways to design powerful courses in writing instruction that are 

crucially needed.  

Another goal of this study is to encourage teacher educators to evaluate their own 

courses in relation to the transformative learning framework. The field of teacher 

education continues to highlight a need for preservice teacher coursework and 

experiences that may revise and alter preservice teachers’ deeply ingrained beliefs, 

frames of references, and meaning perspectives. Using a case study methodology, this 

study provides a clear picture of how those transformations may occur and under what 

conditions they might take place. For the field of adult learning, mainly settings of higher 

education, this research builds on the current understandings of transformative learning.  

In doing so, this study extends the application of the theory to writing instruction in 

teacher education settings, for which I could find no research.  

Summary of Methodology  

This research utilizes a qualitative multiple case study (Stake, 2006; Merriam, 

2009) to explore the experiences of six graduate elementary preservice teachers as they 

learned to teach writing. By utilizing a case study methodology, I provide “in-depth 

description[s] and analys[es] of bounded system[s]” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40), where each 

participant selected was considered one bound case. Merriam (1988) suggested that, 

“qualitative case study is a particularly suitable methodology for dealing with problems 

of practice and extending the knowledge base of various aspects of education” (p. xiii).  

Drawing from Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning, I used a multiple case study 

methodology to assist me in illuminating how coursework was influential and even 
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transformative in preservice teachers’ belief development regarding writing. This is 

significant as writing instruction is a current problem of practice.  

The site for the study, selected through a purposeful sampling process (Patton, 

1980), is a language arts methods course that is part of an elementary education graduate 

program at a private Mid-Atlantic university. Participants for the study were selected 

from the 25 students in the course through a criterion-based sampling process (Goetz and 

LeCompte, 1984). I selected six participants of varying ages, genders, and ethnic 

backgrounds to all extent possible, and whose profiles included no formal experience as a 

K-12 teacher or experience with Writing Workshop.  

Triangulation of data, used to enhance trustworthiness, was provided through 

interviews, observations, and document analysis. Each of the six preservice teachers were 

interviewed three times — at the start, in the middle, and immediately following their 

participation in the seven-week course — using the phenomenological interview series 

designed by Dolbaere and Schuman (Schuman, 1982). Appendix D provides the 

interview protocol and questions for each interview in the series. As a participant 

observer (Gold, 1958), I observed each of the course meetings, thirteen in total. Written 

descriptive and reflective field notes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) were taken during all 

observations (see Appendix E).  In addition, many of the documents (see Appendix A) 

written by the participants during the course were collected and analyzed. Theoretical, 

methodological, and personal (Marsiglio, 1994) memos were also written during data 

collection and referred to regularly during data analysis. 

 I conducted within-case and cross-case analyses of the data. First, data were 

analyzed inductively using an open-coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and constant 
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comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), allowing codes and categories to emerge 

directly from the data itself. Following within- case inductive analyses, I used matrices 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994) for a cross-case analysis of preservice teachers' experiences 

learning to teach writing. Last, I used matrices to compare the previously generated codes 

and categories to Mezirow’s framework of transformative learning. As does every 

research design, the research study described has several limitations.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations are boundaries established by the researcher in order to “narrow the 

scope of the study” (Creswell, 2003, p. 148). This research is delimited in several ways. 

First, case study was selected as the methodology to understand the experiences of 

preservice teachers as they learned to teach writing; this is delimiting in itself as the 

selection of a bounded single case or cases is the object of the study (Merriam, 2009).  

Case study was the preferred methodology for this study because it provided options for 

data collection and analyses that were conducive to rich description. Furthermore, it was 

a natural fit as each of the participants was considered inherently bound, due to their 

particular backgrounds and unique prior experiences. 

Second, for this study, I used criterion-based sampling to select only those 

participants who fit a particular profile, confining findings to select preservice graduate 

students taking a particular course at one university. I also used a recruitment 

questionnaire (see Appendix B) to exclude any graduate students that had prior 

experience with teaching or learning through a Writing Workshop method, even though it 

is possible that transformations could occur for graduate students who had prior 

experiences with the method. 
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Limitations 

Limitations are considered potential weaknesses of the study beyond the control 

of the researcher, and should be identified prior to undertaking research (Creswell, 2003). 

First, this study is limited to the sample drawn — six preservice teachers taking a certain 

course — and the findings should not be generalized outside of that context. The goal of 

this case study was not to generalize, but to provide rich, holistic accounts of the 

phenomenon of learning to teach writing occurring in a real-life situation, where 

preservice teachers were taking a language arts methods course (Merriam, 2009). It is 

certainly probable that different graduate preservice teachers would experience a 

language arts methods course entirely different than the preservice teachers in this study.  

Second, time with the participants was a limitation. It is possible that the 

workshop experiences had an effect on the participants that they did not understand at the 

conclusion of the course and study. If this were a longitudinal study, some participants 

may have been able to explicitly describe how and why the course influenced their beliefs 

about writing and teaching writing that they were not able to do at the conclusion of this 

study. Nevertheless, according to Mezirow (1991) transformation regression does not 

occur. Therefore, if a participant did experience transformation as a result of the course 

experiences and interactions, it is unlikely that the transformation would reverse if a 

longitudinal study were to occur. Likewise, my assertion that learning is transformative 

according to Meizrow’s (1991, 2000) theory had the potential to be limiting. However, I 

did not to adhere strictly to his ten phases; instead, I used his theory in its entirety as a 

general guide and remained open to other emerging findings.  
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Also, as the sole researcher of the study, it is possible that my own experiences 

learning to teach writing and teaching writing — the ones I detailed at the start of this 

chapter — were a potential limitation to the study. I attempted to control for my bias by 

acknowledging my subjectivity and position as the researcher at the start of the study, as 

well as writing memos throughout the study on any personal connections or feelings 

towards participants.  

Definition of Key Terms 

• Writing process: an instructional approach to teaching writing where students engage 

in “planning, translating, and reviewing” writing through a variety of stages. Students 

are encouraged to take ownership over their own writing, yet the writing environment 

is collaborative and supportive (Graham & Sandmel, 2011 p. 396).  

• Writing Workshop: a student-centered approach to teaching writing that emphasizes 

the writing process (see above). At the elementary level, the Writing Workshop is 

structured to include a mini-lesson taught by the teacher, writing time and 

conferencing time, as well as share time (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986, 1994; Graves, 

1983).2  

• Language arts methods course: a course a preservice teacher takes during their 

teacher preparation that can include instructional methods for teaching English 

language arts: reading, writing, listening and speaking.  

                                                      
2 In this study, the instructor's interpretation of Writing Workshop was introduced to the preservice 
teachers.  
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• Transformative learning: “the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a 

new or a revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to guide 

future action” (Mezirow, 1996, p. 162). 

• Disorienting dilemma:  an occurrence or problem that “cannot be resolved through 

the application of previous problem-solving strategies” (Merriam et al., 2007, p. 136).  

A disorienting dilemma acts as a trigger for critical reflection and discourse 

(Mezirow, 1991, 2000).  

• Critical reflection: the “means by which we work through our beliefs and 

assumptions, assessing their validity in light of the new experiences or knowledge, 

considering their sources, and examining underlying premises” (Cranton, 2002, p. 

65).  

• Discourse: the “process by which we have an active dialogue with others to better 

understand the meaning of an experience” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 14). 

In Chapter 2, I explain the theoretical context for the study. Additionally, I 

describe the National Writing Project and Writing Workshop and their connection to this 

study. Also, I present a targeted review of the literature on preservice teachers’ learning 

to teach writing and address the role beliefs play in this learning. Last, Chapter 2 contains 

a written description of the study’s original conceptual framework.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Learning to teach is a highly complex endeavor; therefore, a vast amount of 

research on learning to teach exists. Addressing the breadth of research surrounding 

learning to teach is beyond the scope of this review. Thus, I draw parameters around this 

review of literature and cover the topics most germane to my study. First, for this review, 

I ground the framework for my research in a constructivist theoretical orientation, 

specifically social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978). Second, I briefly describe the 

National Writing Project professional development model established by James Gray in 

1974. Third, I introduce the transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991, 2000) as a 

means to explain the learning transformations of preservice teachers engaged in a 

language arts methods course. Fourth, I provide a description of the Writing Workshop 

(Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986, 1994; Graves, 1983) instructional model. Fifth, I briefly 

articulate the role of preservice teacher beliefs in the research on teacher learning. Sixth, I 

examine the research on preservice teachers learning to teach writing. Last, I describe the 

core elements of transformative learning theory, explaining their connection to study. 

Constructivism and Social Constructivism: Theoretical Orientations 

Constructivism (Dewey, 1916; Piaget, 1973; Vygotsky, 1978) is at the core of 

transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991, 2000), as well as the process approach to 

teaching writing, the Writing Workshop (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986, 1994; Graves, 

1983), and the National Writing Project. According to constructivist thought, “education 

is not an affair of telling and being told but an active and constructive process” (Dewey, 

1916, p. 46). Constructivist learning and teaching is based on the premise that learners 

construct their own knowledge. Mezirow (1991) explicitly states that transformative 
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learning is a constructivist theory of learning rooted in the idea that knowledge is 

constructed through experience and reflection on experience. He wrote that individuals 

can make sense of new understandings and knowledge “through human interaction and 

experience” (p. xiv). Merriam and colleagues (2007) consider transformative learning to 

have elements of both individual and social constructivist viewpoints.  

Theories of constructivism are often thought of as either individual or social 

(Driver, Asoko, Leach, Mortimer, & Scott, 1994; Merriam et al., 2007; Phillips, 1995).  

The individual constructivist stance is where “meaning is made by the individual and is 

dependent on the individual’s previous and current knowledge structure” (Merriam et al., 

2007, p. 291); learning is an internal cognitive activity. Within transformative learning, 

the form that transforms (Kegan, 2000) — the meaning perspective, habit of mind, or 

frame of reference — is individual, but the means to transformation is often social. 

Therefore, when Mezirow (1991) discusses the constructivist orientation of 

transformative learning, I posit that he is referring to both individual and social 

constructivist stances.  

Richardson (1997) also argues that there are two constructivist conceptions, with 

the first being the Paigetian psychological position and the other a social constructivist 

orientation. Yet, she articulates that there are two different forms of the social 

constructivist view: situated cognition theory and sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Situated cognition theory conceives that “knowledge is constructed by a person in 

transaction with the environment” (Richardson, 1997, p. 7), and that “the situation in 

which a person learns becomes a fundamental part of what is learned” (Putnam & Borko, 

2000, p. 4). From a situated perspective, according to Putnam and Borko (2000), learning 
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is a social process where discourse communities and authentic activities are integral to 

meaning making. Correspondingly, sociocultural theory, derived primarily from the work 

of Vygotsky (1978), stresses that social interaction is fundamental to the development of 

an individual. It is within group or social interaction that “cultural meanings are 

shared…and then internalized by the individual” (Richardson, 1997, p. 8). From a 

sociocultural perspective, a learning community is key (Beck & Kosnik, 2006).  

These orientations to learning and knowledge within a constructivist framework 

remain when considering preservice teacher learning experiences. For example, 

“constructivist teacher education requires learning opportunities that encourage 

reflection, dialogue, critical thinking, knowledge ownership, and understanding in 

context within learning communities” (Tatto, 1998, p. 66). From a social constructivist 

standpoint, discourse heavily influences and aids in constructing new meaning. Beck and 

Kosnik (2006) affirm that examining the life histories of preservice teachers, including 

their beliefs and prior schooling experiences, is considered a social constructivist act. 

Specifically, for the current study, the examinations of preservice teachers’ beliefs and 

prior learning experiences, as well as the discourse and reflection that occurred within the 

teacher education course were crucial to understanding the learning experiences of these 

preservice teachers.   

In addition, this study was set within a course based primarily on the principles of 

the National Writing Project model for teacher professional development, a model that is 

“structured for social interaction and knowledge co-construction as teachers develop their 

capacity to teach” (Pella, 2011, p. 109). Described as a social constructivist approach 

(Blau, 1993; Kaplan, 2008; Lieberman & Wood, 2003; Pella, 2011) to professional 
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development, the National Writing Project invites teachers to engage in personal and 

professional writing activities.   

National Writing Project 

The National Writing Project, started by James Gray in 1974, is a professional 

development model designed to educate inservice teachers about the theory and practice 

of teaching writing. In addition to professional development sessions, the National 

Writing Project is most well-known for its intensive summer institute offered to inservice 

teachers. Based on the concept of the learning community (Kaplan, 2008), teachers work 

closely with other teachers, or teacher-leaders, developing their own writing craft while 

learning to teach it. The National Writing Project does not advocate for a sole approach to 

teaching writing; however, the Project does believe that teachers must engage in writing 

in order to be able to teach writing effectively (National Writing Project, 2006).   

Teacher educators sometimes decide to model their own language arts or literacy 

methods course after what they have learned through the National Writing Project (see 

e.g., Napoli, 2001; Watson & Lacina, 2002). This is not common in the research, as most 

of the research on the National Writing Project is studied in relation to its impact on 

inservice teachers, not preservice teachers. In the case of this study, it was a former co-

director of one of the National Writing Project’s sites, trained on the principles of the 

National Writing Project, who taught the Writing Workshop model to her graduate 

teacher education students. During the course, she asked them to participate in a Writing 

Workshop and peer-writing group. Her role and the course structure are described in 

more detail in Chapters 3 and 4. 
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In a large-scale study of inservice teachers learning to teach writing through the 

National Writing Project, Lieberman and Wood (2003) found that teachers who had 

opportunities to engage in National Writing Project sessions were better prepared and 

more likely to implement National Writing Project-inspired activities with their own 

students. Likewise, using interviews and document analysis, Laub (1996) discovered that 

three teachers who had attended a Summer Writing Institute with the National Writing 

Project grew as writers themselves and spent more time teaching writing. These results 

are common in the research on National Writing Project. Upon reviewing the literature on 

the National Writing Project, Pritchard and Honeycutt (2006) concluded that, “The 

literature on the NWP is replete with positive testimonies of the impact of NWP training 

on teacher attitudes and on their confidence as writers and as teachers of writing” (p. 

283). 

Additional research has shown that participation with the National Writing Project 

model does result in teacher transformations (e.g., Bratcher & Stroble, 1994; Fox, 2000; 

Lieberman and Wood, 2001). Bratcher and Stroble (1994) conducted a longitudinal study 

of teachers completing a National Writing Project Summer Institute and concluded that 

experiencing discomfort with newly learned teaching skills — just as one would 

experience a disorienting dilemma — was often needed to reach competence. Bratcher 

and Stroble’s major discovery was that teachers of writing must have self-confidence in 

their own abilities to write because “where comfort and confidence floundered, 

competence failed” (p. 83). By studying teachers engaged in a learning community led by 

the National Writing Project, Lieberman and Wood (2001) discovered that “teachers 

learn by taking different roles and seeing the world through different perspectives” (p. 
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184). In the research conducted by Lieberman and Wood, experimenting with new roles 

— consistent with the phase of transformative learning that suggests adults experiment 

and assess new roles prior to transformation (Mezirow, 1991) — was crucial to teachers 

forming new perspectives.   

To my knowledge, few dissertations have been written on the transformative 

power of the National Writing Project using Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning 

(e.g., Caswell, 2007; Whitney, 2006), but none of those studies occurred within the 

context of teacher education. For example, Whitney (2006), a teacher consultant with the 

National Writing Project, conducted a study on the transformative experiences of 

inservice teachers during their attendance at a summer National Writing Project Institute. 

Whitney claimed that, as a National Writing Project consultant, she regularly heard the 

phrase “The National Writing Project changed my life,” and she wanted to explore what 

this transformation was and how it occurred. By interviewing seven teachers participating 

in the institute, observing them during their participation, and collecting all documents 

they completed during the institute, Whitney found that all the participants had “triggers,” 

which she described as similar to Mezirow’s (1991) disorienting dilemmas. Whitney 

discussed that the community of learners was crucial to participants’ shifts in 

understandings. She continued to follow her seven participants through the summer 

institute as five reframed their perspectives, established a new epistemological stance 

towards writing, and tried out new roles, just as the phases of the transformative learning 

theory suggest. An overview of transformative learning theory and an outline of the ten 

phases leading to transformation are presented below.  

Transformative Learning Theory: A Theoretical Framework 
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At the heart of all learning is the process of making meaning of an experience 

(Mezirow, 1990; Courtenay, Merriam & Reeves, 1998). “To make meaning means to 

make sense of an experience; we make an interpretation of it” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 1).  

Mezirow (2000) defined learning as “the process of using a prior interpretation to 

construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience as a guide to 

future action” (p. 5). Mezirow (1991) drew from Habermas (1971) to explain that there 

are three different purposes for learning: instrumental, communicative, and emancipatory. 

Instrumental learning results in gaining technical knowledge, which is the most common 

purpose for adult education (Cranton, 2006). Communicative learning is a means to 

understanding each other through language. Cranton (2006) proposed that, in an 

educational setting, communicative learning might look like adults “working together in 

collaborative groups to share and interpret their experiences and construct new 

understandings” (p. 12). Borrowing from Habermas (1971), Mezirow argued that 

emancipatory learning is the third area where knowledge is constructed: “Emancipatory 

knowledge is gained through a process of critically questioning ourselves and the social 

systems within which we live” (Cranton, 2006, p. 13). It is possible to gain different 

types of knowledge at the same time. For example, through participating in a Writing 

Workshop, one might gain knowledge to teach writing strategies (instrumental 

knowledge), knowledge through discussion in understanding that there are various forms 

of “good” writing (communicative knowledge), and new confidence in oneself as a writer 

(emancipatory knowledge).  

Mezirow’s interest in the adult learning process led him to conduct a grounded theory 

study of 83 women returning to college in 1975. Mezirow sought to understand how 
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these women’s experiences of going back to school led them to experience a perspective 

transformation. Mezirow (1978) outlined a series of ten phases through which perspective 

transformation occurred for these women: 

1) Experience a disorienting dilemma 

2) Undergo self-examination (including self-doubt or guilt) 

3) Conduct a critical assessment of internalized assumptions and feel a sense of 

alienation from traditional expectations 

4) Relate discontent to the similar experiences of others, recognize that the problem 

is shared 

5) Explore alternative possibilities 

6) Plan how to act 

7) Acquire new knowledge and skills 

8) Experiment and assess new roles 

9) Build competence and self-confidence with new role 

10)  Reintegrate with the new perspective 

Mezirow’s theory of perspective transformation was based on the results of that study, 

but his theory of transformative learning — though similar and based on these phases of 

transformation — was not introduced to the adult education community until 1991 

(Cranton, 2006).  

There are a variety of conceptions of transformative learning, but Mezirow’s 

pyschocritical approach is the most well-known (Taylor, 2008). Other versions of 

transformative learning include psychoanalytic, pyschodevelopmental, social-

emanicipatory, neurobiological, cultural-spiritual, race-centric, and planetary. The 



 25 

psychocritical approach to transformation is more about individual change than it is about 

societal change. “In this approach, the unit of analysis is the individual, with little 

consideration given to the social change in the transformative experience” (Taylor, 2008, 

p. 7). This is not to say that social interactions are not critical to the transformation 

process; however, the goal of transformative learning is focused on the transformation of 

the individual him/herself. Psychocritical transformative learning can be defined “as the 

process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or a revised interpretation of the 

meaning of one’s experience in order to guide future action” (Mezirow, 1996, p. 162). 

The meaning that a learner attributes to their experiences provides the means for fostering 

transformative learning (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). 

Originally, Mezirow (1991) posited that, in transformative learning, it is the 

individual’s meaning perspective that is transformed. Meaning perspectives are made up 

of higher order schemata, theories, assumptions, and beliefs, which are then used to make 

value judgments. “Meaning perspectives are, for the most part, uncritically acquired in 

childhood through the process of socialization, often in the context of an emotionally 

charged relationship with a parent, teacher, or mentor” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 3). For this 

reason, meaning perspectives are typically deeply embedded and resistant to change 

(Mezirow, 1991). Mezirow’s definition of a meaning perspective situates one’s beliefs as 

a major component. The function and developing nature of a meaning perspective is 

highly consistent with how the teacher education research describes the role of preservice 

teachers’ beliefs in learning to teach.  

In 2000, Mezirow revised the theory and introduced new language to redefine a 

perspective transformation. He described a meaning perspective as a frame of reference, 
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which is comprised of habits of mind and expressed as points of view. Mezirow (2000) 

hypothesized that by assessing underlying assumptions and testing justifications through 

discourse and critical reflection, adults can transform their habits of mind and establish 

more broad points of view during adult learning.  

The theory of transformative learning is based on the idea that all future 

experiences are viewed through frames of reference established from past experiences 

(Cranton & Taylor, 2012). Thus, we have expectations about our world based on our 

experiences beginning in childhood and up to that point. These expectations are a filter 

for all future experiences, and when something unexpected happens that does not fit with 

our frames of reference, we can reject and ignore the unexpected or question our own 

perspectives. "When people critically examine their expectations, revise them and act on 

the revised point of view, transformative learning occurs” (Cranton, 2006, p. 19). As 

Cranton (2006) explains, a new experience either integrates with or transforms one’s 

prior understandings during the process of making meaning. When engaged in 

transformative learning, individuals "reinterpret an old experience from a new set of 

expectations, thus giving a new meaning and perspective to an old experience" (Mezirow, 

1991, p. 11). Transformative learning theory provides the framework for this research. 

For the purposes of this research, the “old experience” is writing and learning to write. A 

language arts methods course modeled after the Writing Workshop has the potential to 

give new meaning and perspective to an old experience (writing).  

I could find no other published research that examines elementary preservice 

teachers' experiences learning to teach writing through the lens of transformative 

learning. Research studies on preservice teachers’ learning framed using transformative 



 27 

learning theory are mostly limited to dissertations. This may be due to the fact that 

transformative learning is still a highly contested theory of adult learning and questions 

remain about how it is “conceptualized in both purpose and practice” (Taylor, 2007, p. 4). 

Transformative Learning Theory Critiques 

Taylor (2000a, 2000b, 2007; Taylor & Snyder, 2012) has completed the most 

comprehensive reviews of research on transformative learning and perspective 

transformation, which he depicts as a theory that is “constantly evolving” (Taylor & 

Snyder, 2012, p. 37). Numerous critiques of transformative learning exist, as the theory is 

still relatively new; the critiques most relevant to the current study are presented here. 

Several additional critiques of the theory are included in Chapter 5. 

Context is at the forefront of the critiques of transformative learning (Clark & 

Wilson, 1991; Merriam et al., 2007). “Previous research has identified both personal 

(e.g., prior life experiences) and sociocultural (e.g., historical events) contextual factors 

significant in transformative learning” (Taylor, 2007, p. 184); yet, these factors have not 

been thoroughly investigated in the research. Taylor contends that these factors have a 

great impact and may explain why a learning experience might be transformative for one 

but not others (Merriam et al., 2007). Power and control, as they relate to context, are 

also areas that need more exploration.  

Other critiques of transformative learning suggest that individual development has 

an impact on the transformative experience and needs to be better examined (Merriam et 

al., 2007). Merriam (2004) questioned Mezirow in her argument that a learner must have 

reached a certain cognitive level in order to participate in a transformative learning 

experience. Likewise, Erickson (2002) suggested that the meaning making capacity of 
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individuals influences their ability to achieve a perspective transformation. Taylor (2000) 

has also questioned whether or not the age of participants is a factor in transformation. 

Overall, Taylor (2007) believes that a key question in the research on transformative 

learning that has yet to be answered has to do with why some students engage in 

transformation while others are reluctant. I offer some possibilities for this in Chapter 6, 

but more research is needed to better understand why some adult learners engage in 

transformation and others do not.  

In addition, concerns over the ethical implications of fostering a transformative 

learning process, especially in higher education, have been presented. Courtenay and 

others (2000) questioned the educator’s role in planning a transformational experience 

and the responsibility for that impact; they asked, “What right do instructors have to 

encourage transformational learning” (Courtenay et al., 2001, p. 21)? In the context of 

higher education “the issue of coercion is present, but perhaps not directly 

acknowledged” (Taylor & Cranton, 2012, p. 561). In this study, the course instructor’s 

intentions were to have her students reflect, but never to specifically foster a 

transformative learning experience.  

Taylor (2000) noted that, “most studies on transformative learning have been 

carried out in retrospect, where participants were asked to reflect back on their 

transformative experience as opposed to observing and recording the learning 

experiences as they were actually happening” (p. 316). For example, Whitelaw, Sears, 

and Campbell (2004) conducted a study of teacher professional development through the 

lens of transformative learning, yet gathered some of their data years after the program. 

Overall, their results showed a lack of transformation by inservice teachers, but it is 
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possible that the time gap from the experience to the data collection process could explain 

those findings. For this study, I collected data at the start, in the middle, and immediately 

after the course on learning to teach writing. Taylor (2000) noted that collecting 

observation data during coursework is also critical because the facilitation of the 

transformative learning process within in adult education classrooms is still not clear. In 

this study, I interviewed and observed preservice teachers throughout their experience. 

Since Mezirow’s first introduction of perspective transformation in 1975, the 

theory has evolved in many ways. One important development is that the phases are not 

as linear as originally thought, and that the “journey of transformation is more 

individualistic, fluid, and recursive” (Taylor, 2000, p. 292). What has remained 

throughout the development of the theory of transformative learning is that critical 

reflection and discourse are integral to transformative learning and that one “can only 

reintegrate at the end, and …be disoriented at the beginning” (Cranton, 2006, p. 59). I 

proposed, in the present study, that a process of transformation for preservice teachers 

was possible in the “individualistic, fluid, and recursive” (Taylor, 2000, p. 292) way that 

Taylor described, while engaging in a course that was based on the Writing Workshop. A 

background of the Writing Workshop model is described below. 

The Writing Workshop Model  

The Writing Workshop (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986, 1994; Graves, 1983) is a 

process-oriented and interactive approach to teaching writing. The process approach to 

teaching writing was first pioneered by Emig in 1971. Emig studied 12th grade writers as 

they completed writing various assignments. Based on interviews with eight 12th graders, 

Emig suggested there were seven stages to the writing process. Around that same time, 



 30 

Murray (1972) proposed that writing should be thought of as a developing process with 

just three stages including prewriting, writing, and revising. Murray also introduced the 

aspects of student-led topic selection to writing process theory. In reflecting on his own 

writing struggles, Elbow (1973) — just one year later — discussed the importance of 

problem solving during the writing process stages, especially pre-writing.  

Based primarily on the work of Emig (1971), Murray (1972) and Elbow (1973), 

Calkins’ (1986) and Graves (1983) developed the Writing Workshop into a more student-

centered approach for K-12 learners and introduced many of the components of the 

workshop seen in elementary classrooms today. Today, the Writing Workshop allows 

students to essentially direct their own writing process. Students are given a choice as to 

what to write about and where to focus their writing attention during each workshop.   

Although mini-lessons, lasting from 5-10 minutes, focus the lesson for the day on one 

particular strategy, students are encouraged to choose what they should focus on during 

their writing time. Writing Workshop is a highly social approach to learning writing 

(Graves, 1983), where conferencing and peer conferencing (Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983) 

take place daily during workshop time.  

Writing Workshop is based on the premise that students need frequent and regular 

opportunities to write (Atwell, 1987). Most students who are taught using the Writing 

Workshop model are instructed to write every day in their Writer’s Notebook (Fletcher & 

Portalupi, 1998). The writing process itself includes the following steps: gathering ideas, 

selecting ideas to develop, drafting, revising, editing, publishing, and celebrating 

(Calkins, 1994). Although the steps appear linear, the process is recursive and students 
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are encouraged to revisit prior steps when needed. Students often make decisions 

regarding which pieces to take through to publication.  

There are discrepancies in the research related to the prevalence of the Writing 

Workshop as the form of writing instruction used throughout K-12 classrooms. 

Grossman, Smagorinsky, and Valencia (1999) describe a void of the workshop and 

process models in schools as determined by multiple observational studies (Applebee, 

1981, 1993; Cuban, 1993; Goodlad, 1984; Nystrand, 1997; Sizer, 1984). However, more 

recent studies argue that process models exist widely in K-12 settings (see Graham & 

Sandmel, 2011). Applebee and colleagues (1994) found that process writing outnumbered 

product-focused writing in classrooms. In addition, pre-writing and revising are widely 

used strategies in classrooms, but clear understandings of how process writing is 

implemented are still lacking (Applebee & Langer, 2006). These disparities may be due 

to researchers’ varying definitions of process writing (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006).  

 Large-scale research on the impact of the Writing Workshop in the K-12 setting 

is limited (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). Strech (1994) discovered that with a student-

centered authentic workshop approach to writing, students desire to spend more time 

writing and learning to write. Likewise, Harris (1992) found that by engaging in a process 

writing approach, students’ attitudes towards writing became more positive. Pritchard and 

Honeycutt (2006) also determined in reviewing the research related to the effect of the 

writing process on the writing product that all six studies showed favorable results.  

Positive results are common among researchers, Pritchard and Honeycutt argued, because 

researchers all have different understandings of the process approach. Graham and 

Sandmel (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of 29 experimental and quasi-experimental 
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studies with students in Grades 1-12 to determine if the process writing approach 1) 

improved the quality of students' writing in general education classrooms, 2) improved 

the quality of writing for struggling writers, and 3) enhanced the motivation of student 

writers. The analysis showed statistically significant but modest improvement in the 

quality of writing for general education students. There were no statistically significant 

improvements in student motivation or the quality of writing for struggling writers. 

Critiques specific to the Writing Workshop are described below.  

Critiques of Writing Workshop 

The Writing Workshop has considerable critics (e.g., Baines, Baines, Stanley & 

Kunkel, 1999; Delpit, 1988; Feinberg, 2007; Kent, 1999; Lensmire, 1994a, 1994b). The 

process versus skills debate has been argued in the field of K-12 (and college level) 

writing instruction ever since process writing became popular in classrooms. Baines, 

Baines, Stanley and Kunkel (1999) observed K-12 classrooms where teachers employed 

the process writing approach and found that things like grammar, sentence structure, and 

similar skills were rarely mentioned. Based on their observations, Baines and others 

(1999) claimed that the teachers “seemed more dedicated to 'the process' than to 

improving the quality of students’ writing” (p. 71).  

Delpit (1988) used the process versus skills debate in writing to address a larger 

“culture of power” issue (p. 280). Ultimately, she explains that this skill or process debate 

is a false dichotomy and "those who are most skillful at education Black and poor 

children...understand the need for both approaches (p. 296). Delpit does, however, make 

the case that there is an inherent power situation in a workshop setting that is not 

addressed by teachers.  
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Delpit contended that to imply students can take complete ownership over their 

work is misleading and unethical. To make her point, Delpit told a story of a young man 

who went to a writing class in college for extra support and instead of receiving 

instruction in how to improve his writing, he was put in a workshop group. Due to this 

process and workshop model, he did not receive the instruction needed; she described this 

as a “being cheated” out of instruction or education.  

Delpit (1988) also suggested that the Writing Workshop and other process writing 

approaches minimize the importance of specific writing skills such as grammar and 

spelling, and that the implicit suggestion that process is more important than product is a 

disservice to students. She wrote that, “to imply to children that it doesn’t matter how you 

talk or how you write is to ensure their ultimate failure” (p. 292). Specifically, Delpit 

(1988) posited that the writing process alone did not work for urban African American 

children; they needed more explicit instruction taught within the context of meaningful 

writing and access to the teacher's expert knowledge.  

Both Delpit (1988) and Lensmire (1994a, 1994b) have maintained that the experts 

of Writing Workshop provide little opportunity to understand how teachers might 

problem-solve when strategies do not work, and they have only shared success stories 

about the model’s approach with students. Student impact research (see Pritchard & 

Honeycutt, 2006) revealed mostly positive and favorable accounts of the workshop 

model, suggesting that it is the panacea of writing instruction.  

Lensmire (1994a) argued that proponents of Writing Workshop “overestimate the 

goodwill students have towards one another, especially along lines of social class, 

gender, and race” (p. 38), and that the student-centered Writing Workshop atmosphere 
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leads to a silencing of some student voices. Lensmire (1994b) also described “Writing 

Workshop as carnival” and concluded that the individualistic elements of the workshop 

are enacted in the classroom as “carnivalesque” (p. 381). Lensmire identified significant 

problems with the Writing Workshop’s lack of structure and stated that the readings on 

the model provide no support, for example, on what to do with students who use choice 

to write about inappropriate topics.  

A post-process theory of writing has also been advocated mostly for use in higher 

education settings. Post-process theorists suggest that “writing is a practice that cannot be 

captured by a generalized process of Big Theory” (Kent, 1999, p. 1). According to post-

process theorists a major limitation of the process theory is that there is no one way to 

describe the process for every writing situation. They believe that the Writing Workshop 

model is too rigid and prescriptive (Feinberg, 2007). However, I would argue that the 

traditional skill-based ways of teaching writing — the way in which many preservice 

teachers learned to write— are prescriptive and considerably different than process model 

approaches. Learning or thinking about writing through a process approach requires a 

shift in previously established beliefs. The research on the role that beliefs play in teacher 

learning is vast, yet a brief overview is offered below. 

The Role of Preservice Teacher Beliefs in Preservice Teacher Learning 

Transformative learning might occur when a meaning perspective, frame of 

reference, or habit of mind is changed (Mezirow, 1991). Whereas, meaning perspectives 

are not commonly found in the literature on preservice teachers, preservice teacher 

beliefs are regularly mentioned in the research on learning to teach. In fact, a major focus 

in the research on learning to teach is the role of preservice teacher beliefs in the 
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development of teacher knowledge (Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992; Putnam & Borko, 

1997; Richardson, 1996). In the literature on preservice teachers, beliefs are often 

discussed interchangeably with attitudes and values (Pajares, 1992), are always closely 

related to knowledge and understandings (Verloop, Van Driel, & Meijer, 2001), yet 

defined in a variety of ways. Borko and Putnam (1996), in their comprehensive literature 

review on learning to teach, did not distinguish beliefs from knowledge. However, 

Richardson (1996) claimed that beliefs do differ from knowledge, and defined a belief as 

“a proposition that is generally true by the individual holding the belief” (p. 104). 

Verloop, Van Driel and Meijer (2001) presented an understanding of knowledge and 

beliefs that is most related to the research on learning to teach writing, as well as 

Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning. Verloop and colleagues argued that “in the 

mind of the teacher, components of knowledge, beliefs, conceptions, and intuitions are 

inextricably intertwined” (p. 446).   

 The interactions between knowledge, beliefs, and understandings are especially 

important in teacher education. Lortie (1975) claimed that, for teachers, an apprenticeship 

of observation exists. Lortie explained that notions about teaching and learning developed 

during preservice teachers’ K-12 education would shape their development as a teacher.  

Additional research (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 2003) 

substantiated this claim and demonstrated that preservice teachers bring beliefs about 

schooling based on their own experiences as students and socially constructed ideas about 

learning to initial teacher preparation.  

During teacher preparation, coursework is then interpreted through the beliefs and 

ideas preservice teachers bring. It is well documented that preservice teachers often use 
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new knowledge about teaching to affirm their previously established beliefs, rather than 

to challenge those beliefs (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 2003).  

Taylor (1999) found that “preservice teachers do not necessarily develop new 

perspectives about teaching while in a teacher education program, they simply become 

more knowledgeable at defending the beliefs they already possess” (p. 278). Thus, beliefs 

can act not only as a filter, but also as a barrier to preservice teachers’ development 

(Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Feiman-Nemser (2001) advocated that, in the continuum of 

learning to teach, opportunities to critically examine beliefs needed to be the first step in 

teacher education. Furthermore, researchers have discovered that teachers’ “beliefs 

usually reflect the actual nature of the instruction the teacher provides to students” 

(Kagan, 1992, p. 73). As beliefs impact most of what a teacher does in the classroom 

(Pajares, 1992), it is important to uncover, and sometimes alter, the beliefs of preservice 

teachers during their teacher preparation.   

Beliefs, as they are defined with regard to teacher education, have little distinction 

from how meaning perspectives or frames of references are defined by Mezirow (1991, 

2000) in transformative learning. As meaning perspectives or frames of reference are the 

form that transforms (Kegan, 2000) in transformative learning, I argue that this 

transformation is similar to what would be considered a shift or change in preservice 

teacher beliefs as they are described here. The review of literature below examines the 

research on elementary preservice teachers’ belief development and impact of 

coursework on elementary preservice teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and understandings as 

they learned to teach writing.  

The Literature on Elementary Preservice Teachers Learning to Teach Writing  
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 In 1995, Smagorinisky and Whiting conducted an extensive review of secondary 

English language arts methods syllabi from over 80 colleges and universities; this review 

was later published to detail how English teachers are taught to teach writing. This source 

and the information it provided are regularly cited in research focused on preparing 

preservice teachers to be teachers of English. Only recently has the field begun to give 

attention to preparing elementary preservice teachers to teach writing. Morgan and Pytash 

(2014) conducted a twenty-year (1990-2010) review of literature focused on preparing K-

12 teachers to teach writing; they found only 31 articles and 20 of those included 

elementary preservice teachers. Morgan and Pytash (2014) concluded, as have others in 

the past, that we continue to know very little about how elementary preservice teachers 

are prepared to teach writing during coursework (National Commission on Writing, 

2003). Furthermore, they argued that questions remain about what to prioritize during 

coursework, the importance of preservice teachers articulating beliefs about writing and 

the influence coursework has on their beliefs, attitudes, and understandings of writing and 

learning to write. 

Search and Article Selection Process  

 The next section contains a targeted review of the literature on elementary 

preservice teachers learning to teach writing. In order to complete this targeted review, I 

followed both a standard and network approach (O’Connor, 1992) in my search for the 

selected articles. Through a standard approach, I searched education databases including 

ERIC, ProQuest Research Library Plus, and Academic Research to develop a selective 

literature review of the topic. Using a network approach, I also searched for articles by 

reviewing the selected articles’ citations.   
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This review of the literature was intended to include studies that focused on the 

training of preservice teachers in writing instruction at the elementary level using any 

form of instruction (e.g., traditional skill-based instruction, process, Writing Workshop); 

therefore, the terms Writing Workshop and writing process were not used in the search 

for articles. Several keyword combinations were used during the search process that 

included the following terms: preservice teacher education, teacher education, language 

arts, elementary education, writing instruction, teaching methods, beliefs, attitudes, and 

understandings. Table 1 depicts the keyword combinations, databases searched, and 

results. The search was not limited by dates.
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Table 1  

 

Article Search Process 

Keyword combinations 

(no specific field selected) 

Database Number of articles 

produced 

Number of articles 

selected 

• "teacher education", 

• "writing instruction", 

• "teaching methods", 

• beliefs OR attitudes OR 

understandings  

Academic Search Complete 3 results 0 

ERIC 

 

3 results 

 

0 

 

ProQuest Research Library Plus3 4 results 

 

2 

• "writing instruction", 

• "elementary education", 

• "preservice teacher",  

• beliefs OR attitudes OR 

understandings 

Academic Search Complete 0 results 0 

ERIC 

 

19 results 4 

ProQuest Research Library Plus 10 results 

 

2 

• "preservice teacher", 

• "writing instruction" OR 

"language arts" (in abstract) 

• attitudes OR beliefs OR 

understandings 

Academic Search Complete 1 result 1 

ERIC 148 results 7 

ProQuest Research Library Plus 6 results 2 

 

                                                      
3 For searches within ProQuest, I limited my search terms to "Anywhere except full text". 
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With every article that resulted from the searches outlined on the previous page, I 

determined whether or not they were relevant to this review of literature by examining 

each title and abstract for the criteria listed below. The following are the four criteria: 

1) Participants of the study must be preservice teachers. In the case of longitudinal 

studies, data could have been collected retrospectively but data from the preservice 

experience must be included. 

2) Research questions asked about preservice teachers’ experiences related to a course 

or associated coursework. Some research included data collected retrospectively. 

3) The methods courses that provided the setting for the studies needed to have a focus 

on writing instruction, not just reading theory and instruction. Many articles were 

eliminated because they included preservice teachers’ written reflections on reading 

instruction, science instruction, math, or the integration of subjects. 

4) The study must have included some or all elementary preservice teacher participants. 

Articles were eliminated from the review if they were not a study of elementary 

preservice teachers learning to teach the subject area of writing. Upon reviewing 

abstracts, I found that many articles focused on preservice teachers learning to integrate 

writing into other subject areas (mostly mathematics or science), but not learning how to 

teach writing; all of those articles were eliminated. While the other sections of this 

chapter are intended to describe theory and provide the historical context for broad ideas 

using the most seminal works in the field, this section is intended to review the literature 

that is specifically focused on elementary preservice teachers' beliefs, attitudes, and 

understandings about learning to teach writing. Based on the selection process described 
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and the criteria listed above, I selected 22 studies for this section of the review. The 

review of this literature is organized thematically and presented in the following section.  

Learning to Teach Writing  

  I have organized my targeted review of the literature on elementary preservice 

teachers learning to teach writing into the following themes: (1) preservice teachers’ 

views, beliefs, and attitudes of writing and writing instruction at the onset of learning to 

teach writing; (2) preservice teachers’ perceptions of experiences, including field 

experience, during coursework; and (3) preservice teachers’ perceptions of writing and 

writing instruction after taking a course in writing methods. These themes are not 

mutually exclusive and many of the articles selected for this review have been examined 

through two or all of the lenses provided above. Table 2 provides the author, year, title, 

and description of the articles.
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Table 2 

 

Preservice Teachers (PST) Learning to Teach Writing: Description of Articles 

Author & 
Year 

Title Description Theme 
(PST learning to teach writing) 

   beliefs 

prior 

course 

experiences 
beliefs after 

Bowie, R.L. 

(1996).  
Future teachers' 

perceptions of 

themselves as writers 

and teachers of 

writing: Implications 

for teacher education. 

PST (226) responded to a questionnaire designed to measure writing 

apprehension and beliefs. In addition, 60 PSTs responded in journals to 

questions about themselves as writers. Results showed PSTs feelings about 

writing were 1) heavily influenced by the nature of the writing task; 2) 

most PSTs desired more writing instruction; 3) PSTs lacked confidence in 

evaluating student writing.  

   

Chambless, 

M.S. & Bass, 

J.A. (1995) 

Effecting changes in 

student teachers’ 

attitudes towards 

writing. 

A pre- and post-test was used to determine seven female elementary PSTs 

attitudes towards writing. Post-test results showed that all seven had more 

positive attitudes at the end of the semester.     

Colby, S.A.  

& Stapleton, 

J.N. (2006).  

PSTs teach writing: 

Implications for 

teacher educators. 

Examined 52 PSTs perceptions about teaching writing through written 

reflections and course evaluations over one semester. Results showed PSTs 

understandings were formalized, and that teaching Writing Workshop was 

a challenging form of instruction that PSTs needed practice with to 

appreciate. 

   

Collier, S.M., 

Scheld, S., 

Barnard, I. & 

Stallcup, J. 

(2015). 

The negotiation and 

development of 

writing teacher 

identities in 

elementary 

education.  

Researchers studied an elementary language arts methods course; half of 

course was dedicated to writing instruction based on Writing Workshop. 

Using open-ended surveys (21 participants), interviews (10 participants) 

and observations, they found PST saw the importance in the method while 

pointing out it was difficult to implement and good writing instruction was 

not present in their student teaching placements. Researchers encouraged 

PST to engage in reflective journaling.  

   

Draper, M.C., 

Barksdale-

Ladd, M.A. & 

Radencich, 

M.C. (2000) 

Reading and writing 

habits of PSTs. 

Surveyed and interviewed 12 elementary PST about writing habits and 

attitudes. Participants were classified as non-writers and writers. There 

were differences in writers' early experiences with writing (e.g., creative 

writing and journal writing). Both groups could not articulate specific plans 

for teaching writing or encouraging a love for writing with future students. 

   

Florio-Ruane, 

S. & 

Lensmire, 

T.J. (1990).  

Transforming future 

teachers’ ideas about 

writing instruction. 

Interviewed six PSTs enrolled in a language arts methods course to gain 

conceptions of writing, writing instruction and development in writing. In 

addition, work samples were analyzed. Results showed nontraditional 

approach changed formalized ideas about writing; yet, students experienced 

frustration and resistance with new approach. 

   
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Author & 
Year 

Title Description Theme 
(PST learning to teach writing) 

   beliefs 

prior 

course 

experiences 
beliefs after 

Gallavan, 

N.P., Bowles, 

F.A. & 

Young, C.T. 

(2007) 

Learning to write and 

writing to learn: 

Insights from teacher 

candidates.  

Surveyed 112 PST (elementary, middle and secondary) about their writing 

beliefs at the start of a methods course. Researchers found that PSTs 

thought they were poor writers, did not know how to teach writing 

effectively, or integrate writing meaningfully in other instruction. 
   

Gardner, P. 

(2014) 

Becoming a teacher 

of writing: Primary 

student teachers 

reviewing their 

relationship with 

writing 

Gardner surveyed 115 elementary PST at the start of course and found 

about 50% of PST never gained pleasure from writing. Majority were either 

negative or indifferent about writing. After teachers participated in Writing 

Workshop, 76% believed being positioned as writers would help them as 

teachers. Results from interviews and analysis of reflective logs showed 

PST understood relationship between teacher enthusiasm and student 

learning, and PST changed self-perceptions as writers. 

   

Grishman, 

D.L. & 

Wolsey, T.D. 
(2011).  

Writing instruction 

for teacher 

candidates: 
Strengthening a weak 

curricular area. 

Used a mixed-methods approach to examine how to effectively build 

candidates knowledge of writing instruction and understand which 

components they value. Initially, research showed a lack of confidence in 
teaching writing, grammar, curriculum, content, and writing itself. Yet, at 

the end of the course students were using a wider range of genres and 

talking about writing as a process. 

   

Grossman, P. 

et al. (2000).  

Transitions into 

Teaching: Learning 

to teach writing in 

teacher education and 

beyond. 

A longitudinal study using multiple methods (interviews, focus groups, 

observations, document analysis) to study 10 teachers as they transitioned 

from preservice to inservice teaching. Researchers studied what tools & 

concepts teachers learned during teacher education and how that impacted 

their teaching of writing. Overall, practical strategies presented during 

training were the most useful; however, the setting teachers taught in 

impacted their use of those tools. 

   

Hall, A.H. & 

Grisham-

Brown, J. 

(2011) 

Writing development 

over time: Examining 

PSTs' attitudes and 

beliefs about writing 

Fourteen undergraduate PSTs were interviewed during a focus group 

session about their’ beliefs and attitudes towards teaching writing, how 

those might have developed over time, as well as what their future plans for 

teaching writing were.  Researchers found that there were common themes 

related to positive and negative attitudes towards writing.  

 

   

Kaufman, 

D.K. (2009). 

A teacher educator 

writes and shares: 

Student perceptions 

of a publicly literate 

life 

Kaufman analyzed 62 elementary PST evaluations of his language arts 

methods course. Kaufman found that the majority of PST found his 

modeling or sharing his work as a positive course element. PSTs reported 

that his modeling helped them learn the craft of teaching, personalized the 

instructor and created a supportive environment.  

 

   



 

 44 

Author & 
Year 

Title Description Theme 
(PST learning to teach writing) 

   beliefs 

prior 

course 

experiences 
beliefs after 

Kennedy, M. 

(1998). 

Learning to teach 

writing: Does teacher 

education make a 

difference? 

Kennedy and others studied PSTs enrolled in eight different teacher 

education programs, half of which were reform-minded programs and the 

other half traditional programs through observations and interviews. 

Kennedy found PSTs changed in the way that their program directed them. 

Overall, Kennedy found that teacher education did make a difference in 

candidates’ ideas and attitudes towards writing. 

   

Lenski, S.D. 

& Pardieck, 

S. (1999) 

Improving PSTs' 

attitudes towards 

writing. 

Researchers surveyed 42 elementary PST before and after a course on 

Writing Workshop. PST attitudes towards writing improved, although the 

majority had positive attitudes towards writing prior to the course.  

 

   

Lickteig, J., 

Johnson, B. & 

Johnson, D. 

(1999) 

Future teachers' 

reflective perceptions 

and anticipations 

about reading and 

writing. 

Researchers surveyed 107 elementary PST for their attitudes and beliefs 

about writing. Results showed PST did not enjoy writing, had low 

confidence in themselves as writers and did not look forward to teaching 

writing when compared to other language arts components.   
   

Morgan, D.N. 

(2010).   

PSTs as writers. Studied 42 PST experience in a methods course based on Writing 

Workshop through a qualitative approach. Initially, PSTs showed 

discomfort with writing, but grew to appreciate Writing Workshop 

approach and gained confidence in their own writing ability. 

   

Napoli, M. 

(2001).  
PSTs' reflections 

about learning to 

teach writing. 

Used a qualitative approach to study three PSTs changing understanding of 

writing and teaching. Initially, PSTs reported a dislike of writing.  

Throughout the course PSTs' reflections showed that they began to see 

themselves as teachers of writing. 

   

Norman, K.A. 

& Spencer, 

B.H. (2005).  

Our lives as writers: 

Examining PSTs' 

experiences and 

beliefs about the 

nature of writing and 

writing instruction 

Examined the autobiographies of 59 graduate PSTs before they received 

any formal coursework in writing instruction for their perceptions of 

themselves as writers.  Results showed that approximately half of PSTs 

beliefs about themselves as writers were positive. Autobiographies also 

revealed that PSTs believed that teaching writing was different than 

encouraging students as writers.  

 

   

Stockinger, 

P.C. (2007)  
Living in, learning 

from, looking back, 

breaking through in 

the English Language 

arts methods course: 

A case study of two 

PSTs 

Studied four undergraduate PSTs as they taught Writing Workshop to 

students while enrolled in a literacy block. Stockinger used a qualitative 

approach to study the impact of the methods course on the PSTs beliefs 

about writing and writing instruction.  Results showed that the “then and 

now” writing activities preservice teachers engaged in helped to develop 

their self-image as a writer and a teacher of writing. 

   
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Author & 
Year 

Title Description Theme 
(PST learning to teach writing) 

   beliefs 

prior 

course 

experiences 
beliefs after 

Street, C. 

(2003).  
PSTs attitudes about 

writing and learning 

to teach writing: 

Implications for 

teacher educators. 

Studied five undergraduate PST through qualitative case studies to 

determine what attitudes they held when they entered final semester, what 

influenced those attitudes, and the relationship between the attitudes and 

student teaching.  Results showed that negative attitudes impeded 

instruction during internship and supportive course environment played a 

role in development.  

   

Tracy, K.N., 

Scales, R. Q. 

& Luke, N. 

(2014) 

Writing and learning 

online: Graduate 

students' perceptions 

of their development 

as writers and 

teachers of writing.  

Researchers analyzed three writing tasks given to 8 PSTs and inservice 

teachers during an online course on the teaching of writing. Data also 

included a follow-up questionnaire sent via email one-year after the course. 

Findings emerged in the following themes: 1) past experiences shaped 

writing perceptions; 2) these perceptions were malleable; 3) perceptions 

also informed teaching of writing; 4) coursework did impact perceptions. 

   

Watson, J.G. 

& Lacina, 

P.A. (2002).  

Teachers of writing 

as writers: Examining 

attitudes and 

informing practice 

through action 

research 

Examine the beliefs and self-images related to writing of elementary PSTs, 

as well as the course activities that contributed to the positive development 

of beliefs; course was modeled after NWP principles. Initial findings 

indicated a general negative attitude towards writing and lack of confidence 

in writing ability. Sixteen out of 61 PSTs had a positive shift and attributed 

that shift to use of writer’s notebook, modeling and feedback. 

   
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 Writing beliefs and attitudes. In the literature on the role of beliefs in learning to 

teach, a common recommendation is that teacher educators first provide opportunities for 

preservice teachers to examine their beliefs about teaching and learning (Feiman-Nemser, 

2001; Wideen, Mayer-Smith & Moon, 1998); this was consistent with the literature on 

learning to teach writing. Researchers wanted to know what preservice teachers’ initial 

beliefs and attitudes about writing were and where they came from (Bowie, 1996; Draper 

et al., 2000; Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Hall & 

Grisham-Brown, 2011; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Norman 

& Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Watson & Lacina, 2002). Some 

researchers gathered baseline data on preservice teachers’ beliefs using quantitative 

survey measures (Bowie, 1996; Draper et al., 2000; Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; 

Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; Lickteig et al., 1999; Street & 

Strang, 2009). Qualitative data collection methods were also frequently employed, such 

as open-ended questionnaires (Street, 2003; Watson & Lacina, 2002), interviews or focus 

groups (Draper et al., 2000; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Street, 2003), 

and autobiographical reflections completed by the preservice teachers (Morgan, 2010; 

Napoli, 2001; Norman & Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007).  

Researchers categorized preservice teachers' beliefs and attitudes about writing 

prior to or upon entering a writing methods course, describing them as either positive, 

neutral or developing, or negative. Some preservice teachers viewed themselves 

positively as writers (Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Lenski & 

Pardieck, 1999; Norman & Spencer, 2005); however, most of the research demonstrated 

that preservice teachers’ initial attitudes towards writing were not positive (Bowie, 1996; 
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Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; Lickteig et al., 1999; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Street, 2003; Stockinger, 2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002).  Morgan (2010) found that 60% 

of the preservice teachers in her course-block were not comfortable with writing; she 

cited a sprinkling of preservice teacher comments like “insecure”, “ashamed”, and 

“struggling” to make her point. Likewise, Street and Strang (2009) reported that 48% of 

graduate students had a low self-confidence about writing and noted words like “panic”, 

“uneasy”, and “hatred”. Unexamined beliefs — such as the ones listed above — need to 

be made explicit and explored during teacher education (Richardson & Placier, 2001). 

Without critically examining beliefs, negative or apprehensive ideas of writing can be left 

unchanged and follow preservice teachers into K-12 classrooms. 

Although Norman and Spencer (2005) found that the majority of preservice 

teachers reported viewing themselves positively as writers, they also uncovered that only 

“36% of pre-service teachers believed that writing was malleable – something that could 

be improved with hard work and instruction in writing” (p. 35); these comments suggest 

that writing is an inherent talent or gift. Similarly, Street (2003) found that preservice 

teachers “doubted writing could be taught”, that “[writing] was a gift one possessed or 

failed to possess” (p. 39), and only “some people are writers” (p. 37). This has 

implications for how teachers approach writing, as well as how they believe writing 

instruction will impact students' knowledge of writing and the writing process. If they do 

not believe that writing instruction can help develop writers, then why teach writing? 

In almost all cases, preservice teachers who reported having negative dispositions 

towards writing noted those negative feelings came from writing experiences in school as 

elementary or secondary students. For many undergraduate and graduate preservice 



 

 48 

teachers who learned to write through traditional methods, it was isolated grammar and 

spelling exercises (Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001), as well as an emphasis 

on conventions (Draper et al., 2000; Norman & Spencer, 2005; Watson & Lacina, 2002) 

that made writing undesirable. Critical feedback was the most commonly referred to 

negative experience associated with the negative attitudes about writing. This critical 

feedback came mostly from K-12 teachers. Red-pen marks were often mentioned as 

leaving lasting negative impressions on preservice teachers (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 

2011; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007).  

In the research on learning to teach writing, some prospective teachers asserted 

they had a general lack of knowledge about how to actually teach writing (Bowie, 1996; 

Gallavan et al., 2007; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011). Bowie (1996) developed a 

questionnaire to measure the writing apprehension and beliefs of 226 preservice teachers.  

Findings illustrated that preservice teachers lacked confidence in how to evaluate student 

writing and desired more instruction in how to teach writing and understand learning to 

write. Unfortunately, on the whole, the emphasis in coursework for literacy instruction is 

on reading, not writing (Morgan, 2010; Norman & Spencer, 2005). Less than half of 

teacher education institutes offer a writing course to preservice teachers, providing few 

opportunities to ameliorate fears about writing and writing instruction (Graves, 2002); 

thus, preservice teachers’ potentially negative beliefs about writing are often left 

unchallenged. Preservice teacher preconceptions are hard to change and require 

thoughtful interventions (Richardson, 1996). The current study, set within the context of 

a language arts methods course, provides preservice teachers an opportunity to learn to 
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teach writing and become better writers themselves, by offering experiences that can 

positively change the writing attitudes of teachers.   

 Writing experiences and coursework. Another theme that emerged from the 

review of literature on learning to teach writing was the influence of course experiences 

on preservice teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and understandings (Collier et al., 2015; 

Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Watson & 

Lacina, 2002). Methods used to study preservice teachers' course experiences and their 

influence included interviews (Collier et al., 2015; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; 

Street, 2003), open-ended questionnaires (Collier et al., 2015; Morgan, 2010; Watson & 

Lacina, 2002), an analysis of preservice teachers' reflective writing during the course 

(Gardner, 2014; Tracy et al., 2014), or course evaluations (Kaufman, 2009).  

A supportive and collaborative learning environment played a large role in the 

development of preservice teachers as writers and as writing teachers (Collier et al., 

2015; Kaufman, 2009; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003). Street’s (2003) 

teacher candidates indicated that their more capable peers played a role in their 

development as writers. When learning took place in an environment where preservice 

teachers felt supported, they were more likely to take risks doing things they were not 

previously comfortable doing. Preservice teachers not only learned how to cultivate a 

respectful and collaborative writing community, they also found out they appreciated 

engaging in one.  

During a focus group, Watson and Lacina (2002) asked preservice teachers to 

discuss the course elements that contributed most to the development of their positive 

attitudes and beliefs. Watson and Lacina found that “feedback” (specifically in the form 
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of peer conferences) was the word repeatedly used to describe how they improved their 

attitudes. Whereas negative feedback was cited as having a negative impact, positive 

feedback facilitated a favorable response and contributed to a more comfortable and 

supportive learning environment for the preservice teachers.  

Preservice teachers also reported that the writer’s notebook helped them to 

develop a greater understanding for what their own students will do, as well as develop 

their own self-image as a writer (Stockinger, 2007). This was also true for courses that 

required preservice teachers to write on a consistent basis (Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; 

Tracy et al., 2014).  Regular writing assisted preservice teachers in their professional 

growth about learning to teach writing and with their own development as a writer. 

Again, this is consistent with the belief that teachers of writing must be writers 

themselves.  

Modeling, on the part of teacher educators, was also an element of the course that 

contributed positively to the preservice teachers’ attitude shifts regarding writing 

instruction (Kaufman, 2009; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). As preservice 

teachers had not yet had practice teaching the techniques they were learning, modeling 

gave them a vision for understanding how to enact the process model in the classroom. 

Field experiences and student teaching provided preservice teachers with 

opportunities to practice teaching writing. Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) found that 

it was not until preservice teachers were in classrooms working with students that they 

saw the benefit in elements of Writing Workshop, such as conferencing. Field-based 

practice is needed in order for teachers to establish a vision for teaching. Field-based 

experiences not only allow preservice teachers to practice what they have learned during 
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their coursework but also provide an opportunity for teacher educators to see preservice 

teachers’ learning in action. The relationship between teacher learning during coursework 

and their use of instructional writing practices during field experiences is evident in the 

research on learning to teach writing (Colby & Stapleton, 2006; Grisham & Wolsey, 

2011; Grossman et al., 2000; Kennedy, 1998; Street, 2003).   

In learning to teach using a process writing model, it was imperative that 

preservice teachers had an opportunity to apply learning in authentic classroom 

experiences (Colby & Stapleton, 2006). Researchers discovered that by providing 

opportunities for practice, preservice teachers formalized understandings of coursework 

(Colby & Stapleton, 2006) and experimented with process model instructional techniques 

(Grisham & Wolsey, 2011). Even though some preservice teachers found implementing 

pieces of the Writing Workshop difficult (e.g., getting mini-lessons succinct and focused, 

choosing literature to display writing techniques) at the start of the semester, by the end 

of the semester preservice teachers reported having a different outlook about writing and 

even enjoying the workshop technique more than the traditional approaches to writing 

they learned as students. Overall, preservice teachers developed knowledge of the 

Writing Workshop that “was non-existent at the beginning of the semester” (Colby & 

Stapleton, 2006, p. 370).  

Additionally, research findings were clear that as preservice teachers’ attitudes 

became more positive about writing, they incorporated writing more frequently into their 

opportunities to teach (Colby & Stapleton, 2006; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Street, 2003).  

This further demonstrates the need for coursework to refine understandings, and even 

change beliefs, if necessary. Street (2003) reported that preservice teachers who saw 
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themselves as writers taught differently and had more to offer students during placement 

experiences. Likewise, preservice teachers who reported negative attitudes towards 

writing tried to make excuses for why they could not implement instruction in writing in 

their classrooms. Hence, teachers who developed more positive images of themselves as 

writers spent more time teaching their students writing during classroom practice; 

preservice teachers who continued to be unsure about writing practices made less time for 

teaching writing during intern teaching experiences. 

Grisham and Wolsey (2011) found that preservice teachers had difficulty 

observing Writing Workshop or instruction in the writing process during their 

placements, and reported that most cooperating teachers used a basal series reading 

approach or had no stand-alone writing instruction. Other researchers also found that a 

disconnect between coursework and practice was detrimental to their preservice teachers’ 

development as writing teachers (Collier et al., 2015; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011). 

Inconsistencies between coursework and practice can and often do hinder growth for 

developing teachers.  

In a longitudinal study conducted by Grossman and colleagues (2000), 

researchers examined the connection between teachers’ understandings and their practice 

by following ten prospective teachers from the last year of their teacher education 

program into the first two years of their classroom teaching. Specifically, Grossman and 

others wanted to find out what concepts and tools the teachers developed for teaching 

writing during teacher education, how teacher education shaped their understandings, and 

how they continued to develop those understandings as they became beginning teachers. 

Teachers who were provided with a combination of pedagogical tools, opportunities to 
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practice, and strategies to reflect were able to create and sustain a vision for teaching 

writing. However, as other research also demonstrated (Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; 

Kennedy, 1998; Street, 2003) the opportunities for practice needed to match the 

coursework in order for the teachers to develop the tools they had learned during teacher 

preparation. On the other hand, beginning teachers who ended up working within a 

prescribed curriculum struggled to make sense of the writing process knowledge they had 

gained during teacher preparation.   

Traditional ways of teaching writing, or prescriptive approaches to writing are 

considerably different than process model approaches. In some of the studies reviewed, 

instructors not only discussed the use of process models (most commonly citing the 

Writing Workshop or National Writing Project) with their preservice teachers, but they 

also used the process model to facilitate their preservice teachers’ learning (Collier et al., 

2015; Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). Morgan 

(2010) asserted “engaging teachers in a Writing Workshop themselves is one way to 

teach them about the complexities of writing and teaching writing” (p. 353).  The most 

common practice used by teacher educators was to engage teachers in their own writing 

process — many highlighted aspects of revision and the recursive nature of writing with 

their preservice teachers. By the end of the course, preservice teachers gained an 

understanding that writing and learning to write takes time (Gardner, 2014; Napoli, 2001; 

Street 2003). Preservice teachers also participated in using a writers’ notebook 

(Stockinger, 2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002), frequent opportunities to write (Morgan, 

2010), and conferencing (Florio-Ruane, 1990; Watson & Lacina, 2002) during methods 
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courses. Researchers also studied the impact that coursework had on preservice teachers’ 

beliefs, attitudes and perspectives about writing. 

 Writing methods coursework impact. Preservice teachers not only need to 

obtain new ways of thinking about teaching, but sometimes they need to change their old 

ways of thinking as well (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Taylor, 1999). If 

preservice teacher beliefs are left unchallenged throughout preparation, preservice 

teachers can be left with misunderstandings about teaching and learning. Coursework can 

be the impetus for challenging and changing beliefs, attitudes, and previously established 

understandings.  

Due to preservice teachers' overwhelmingly negative K-12 writing experiences, 

writing instruction may be challenging to teach (Stockinger, 2007). However, research 

indicates that the writing instruction preservice teachers encounter during language arts 

coursework impacts them positively as writers and writing teachers (Collier et al., 2015; 

Chambless & Bass, 1995; Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Gardner, 2014; Grisham & 

Wolsey, 2011; Kaufman, 2009; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; Morgan 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). It should be 

noted all but two researchers (Gardner, 2014; Street, 2003) who investigated changes due 

to a methods course, were also the instructor(s) of the course. Clift and Brady (2005), in 

their comprehensive review of English methods courses (they did not distinguish between 

elementary and secondary), also found that most of the research was conducted by an 

instructor. The results of these studies may be limited in that participants may be 

reluctant to state that their learning experience was not aligned with what their instructor 

promoted.  
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The research demonstrated two different ways that preservice teachers were 

impacted by coursework: how they developed as writers themselves, and how they 

developed their beliefs and understandings about writing and learning to write. Most 

research examined for this review investigated the influence of teacher preparation 

coursework on the beliefs or attitudes of the preservice teachers regarding themselves as 

writers (Chambless & Bass, 1995; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 

2001; Stockinger, 2007; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). The interest in this 

research is consistent with the principle that experts in the field of writing regularly 

assert: good teachers of writing are writers themselves (Graves, 1983; Grossman et al., 

2000; National Writing Project, 2006). Findings from the research reviewed for this 

dissertation revealed that, at the end of the course, preservice teachers had more 

confidence in themselves as writers (Morgan, 2010; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 

2002), developed positive self-images of themselves as writers (Gardner, 2014; Napoli, 

2001; Stockinger, 2007), or simply developed favorable attitudes towards writing in 

general (Chambless & Bass, 1995; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999). Despite preservice teachers 

newly developed positive self-images as writers, connections between these new attitudes 

and what the preservice teachers learned about teaching writing were rarely made.   

Other researchers, exploring the impact of coursework, looked to understand the 

ways in which the preservice teachers developed as teachers of writing, including what 

they learned (Collier et al., 2015; Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Gardner, 2014; 

Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Street, 2003 Tracy et al., 2014).  Grisham and 

Wolsey (2011) used the same pre- and post-questionnaire to assess preservice teachers’ 

understandings. They found that preservice teachers’ initial responses were 
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underdeveloped, did not consider process writing, and had an emphasis on conventions 

and editorial aspects of writing. Whereas, later in the course, candidates had more 

sophisticated responses related to the writing process, student choice, and ways to 

enhance creativity. Additionally, preservice teachers developed an understanding that 

learning to write is a social process (Florio-Ruane & Lensmire, 1990; Street, 2003) and 

that learning to write takes work (Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010).  

In her book, Learning to Teach Writing: Does Teacher Education Make a 

Difference, Kennedy (1998) described the impact of teacher preparation in learning to 

teach writing. In the large-scale longitudinal qualitative case study on which the book is 

based, Kennedy and others (1998) followed preservice teachers enrolled in eight different 

teacher education programs — half of which were reform-minded programs and the other 

half traditional programs. At the start of data collection, when the preservice teachers 

were juniors in their undergraduate program, Kennedy discovered that preservice 

teachers were attached to ideas about the nature of writing and their writing processes. 

Kennedy and colleagues conducted repeated observations of preservice teachers in the 

field and asked preservice teachers to respond to teaching-based situations (e.g., a 

particular piece of student writing or a what to do with a student who is bored) during 

interviews in order to determine the impact of the program on the teacher candidates. 

Kennedy found the preservice teachers did change as they went through the program, and 

they changed in the way their program directed them. For example, Kennedy uncovered 

that those preservice teachers enrolled in traditional programs were consistently 

concerned with prescriptions in teaching writing. Overall, Kennedy found that teacher 

education did make a difference in candidates’ ideas and attitudes towards writing.  
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It was difficult to locate studies that found that methods coursework had impacted 

preservice teachers unfavorably. In all of the studies, the preservice teachers developed 

more positive attitudes towards writing or themselves as writers.  However, Florio-Ruane 

and Lensmire (1990) did discover that preservice teachers were highly reluctant to accept 

Writing Workshop, and they did not want to let go of the traditional ways of learning to 

write they were comfortable with. Course evaluations collected by the instructors — also 

the researchers — implied that preservice teachers were neither fond of relinquishing 

control (which Writing Workshop requires), nor were they fond of learning anything 

through the workshop model; one student wrote “I, for one, wanted to come to class and 

be taught, rather than to teach myself” (p. 285). At the end of this course, this particular 

preservice teacher did not seem to appreciate the social constructivist approach to 

teaching, although that was the approach advocated by her instructors. It should be noted 

that Lensmire is also a critic of the workshop model, which might make teaching the 

course and studying its impact a conflict of interest. Wideen and others (1998) also 

caution that preservice teachers’ beliefs do not always change in ways desired by their 

teacher educators.  

Only four studies (Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Grossman et al., 2000; Norman & 

Spencer, 2002; Tracy et al., 2014) examined for this review indicated that the 

participating preservice teachers were graduate elementary education students. Out of 

those four, Grossman and colleagues (2000) conducted the only study in which the 

researchers were not also the instructors of the course. However, Grossman and others' 

(2000) well-known study used retrospective data from participants’ experiences in 

courses on learning to teach writing. Therefore, none of the studies examined for this 
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review included an outside researcher studying graduate elementary preservice teachers' 

experiences as they learned to teach writing before, during, and after their methods 

coursework. As there are many initial elementary teacher preparation programs located 

within graduate schools, it would behoove researchers to study graduate elementary 

preservice teachers as they experience learning to teach writing. Theoretical 

understandings about how adults learn can provide a more sophisticated framework for 

studying graduate preservice teachers as they grapple with the complex task of learning 

to teach writing. The transformative learning theory is one potential approach to 

illuminate this experience. I designed a conceptual framework prior to conducting the 

study based on the above literature review and my interpretation of transformative 

learning theory. A revised conceptual framework informed by the findings from my study 

is included in Chapter 6.  

Conceptual Framework 

Transformative learning occurs in adult settings through variations of Mezirow’s 

(1991) ten phases. However, as Cranton (2006) suggested, transformative learning 

always begins with a disorienting dilemma and ends with active reintegration with the 

new perspective. Variations of the other steps can exist in the key components of 

transformative learning: “critical reflection on one’s assumptions, discourse to validate 

the critically reflective insight, and action” (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999, p.321). The 

constructs (disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, discourse, and action), though not 

explicitly introduced, intersect in multiple ways with the preservice teacher learning 

literature examined above. Disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, discourse, and action 
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— as they pertain to the theory of transformative learning and the examined research on 

learning to teach writing — are introduced below. 

Disorienting Dilemma 

A disorienting dilemma is something that “cannot be resolved through the 

application of previous problem-solving strategies” (Merriam et al., 2007, p. 136). When 

something no longer fits with what one knows, this can result in the questioning of one’s 

prior experiences, habits or mind, or perspectives related to the topic. In education, a 

disorienting dilemma can present itself through a statement in a book, an idea presented 

by a teacher, a discussion during a course, or even an unexpected question (Cranton, 

2006). In their study on transformative learning among preservice teachers learning teach 

with technology, Stansberry and Kymes (2007) described the disorienting dilemma as a 

situation which “the individual is forced to encounter that is inconsistent with his or her 

existing perspective” (p. 489). This was similar to preservice teachers’ experiences when 

first introduced to process writing or the Writing Workshop in the literature. Street (2003) 

explained how teachers avoided anything to do with the Writing Workshop during their 

own student teaching experiences. Likewise, Florio-Ruane and Lensmire (1990) found 

that preservice teachers rejected the workshop at the onset of the course because it was 

not how they were taught to write. Anytime the preservice teachers reported being 

reluctant or even resistant to learning new ways of teaching writing, ways in which they 

were not taught, they could have experienced a disorienting dilemma. Although 

beginning teachers may resist practices not consistent with their beliefs (Wideen, et al., 

1998), the transformative learning theory demonstrates how an “encounter with a 
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contradictory point of view” can stimulate the need for critical reflection (Cranton, 2006, 

p. 61). A disorienting dilemma often acts as a catalyst or trigger for critical reflection. 

Critical Reflection 

Mezirow (1990) explains the difference between reflection and critical reflection: 

“Reflection enables us to correct distortions in our beliefs and errors in problem solving. 

Critical reflection involves a critique of the presuppositions on which our beliefs have 

been built” (Mezirow, 1990, p.1). Mezirow drew from Dewey's (1933) definition of 

reflection when developing the idea of critical reflection. Dewey (1933) defined 

reflection as “active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form 

of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusion to 

which it tends” (p. 9). 

Mezirow (1990) identified three different types of reflection: content, process, and 

premise. Critical reflection exists within the realm of premise reflection. When engaging 

in premise reflection an adult might question a concept or idea by asking, “Why should I 

care about this?” (Cranton, 2006, p. 141). Cranton (2006) provided an example of the 

type of content, process and premise questions one might ask according to Habermas’ 

knowledge domains (see Table 3). I returned to these questions when analyzing my 

participants' data for examples of how they engaged in a process of critical reflection.  

Table 3  

 

Reflective Questions for Kinds of Knowledge 

Reflection Kind of Knowledge 

 Instrumental Communicative Emancipatory 

Content  What are the facts? What do others say 

about this issue? 

What are my 

assumptions? 
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Reflection Kind of Knowledge 

 Instrumental Communicative Emancipatory 

Process How do I know this 

is true? 

 

How do I integrate 

others’ points of view? 

How do I know my 

assumptions are 

valid? 

Premise Why is this 

knowledge 

important to me? 

Why should I believe 

in this conclusion? 

Why should I revise 

my perspective or 

not? 

 

Kreber (2004), using Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning as a 

framework, studied 36 higher education instructors’ retrospective responses to questions 

regarding the different types of reflection (i.e., content, process, and premise reflection). 

Two interesting findings resulted: 1) instructors declared that they did more reflecting 

than they could provide actual examples of, and 2) premise reflection was not common 

among the instructors; although, it was more prevalent in instructors with more 

experience as opposed to less. Kreber suggested that content reflection is not significant 

enough for educators, and that, “reflection on teaching begins with identifying the 

assumptions and beliefs we take for granted, but it must not stop there” (p. 43). She posits 

that academics should engage so deeply in reflection that it leads to a “validation or 

rejection of assumptions” (p. 44). As with seminal research in learning to teach (e.g., 

Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992), Kreber suggested that one begin 

with what Mezirow defines as premise reflection in order for teacher learning, and 

subsequently teaching, to be more meaningful.  

Critical reflection is central to transformative learning. “Critical reflection is 

meant to help adults identify the frames of reference and structures of assumptions that 

influence the way they perceive, think, decide, feel and act on their experience” 
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(Mezirow, 1990, xiv.) The act of critically reflecting includes the questioning of “deeply 

held assumptions and beliefs based on prior experience”, as well as addressing 

conflicting thoughts, feelings, and actions (Taylor, 2009, p.7). It involves working 

through those beliefs and assumptions by testing their validity, while taking in new 

experiences or knowledge (Cranton, 2006).   

In educational settings, this type of reflecting includes the learner, not only 

examining what he/she brings to the classroom (prior experience), but also the individual 

and group experiences that are introduced during learning (Taylor, 2009). The clearest 

form of critical reflection in research on learning to teach writing was done through the 

use of the autobiographies or journaling during coursework. For example, Napoli (2001) 

learned through preservice teachers’ journal reflections that they eventually came to see 

themselves as learners and writers. These preservice teachers were required to do more 

than simply “look back” on an experience; like critical reflection, they were asked to 

examine and assess choices (Mezirow, 1990). Participants reflected not only what they 

were learning, but also the conflicting ideas they were experiencing.  

After reviewing research, Taylor (2007) suggested that researchers may have 

been, in the past, “too generous in assuming the presence of critical reflection” (p. 186).  

Therefore, it is important for researchers to fully understand the differences between 

Mezirow’s definition of critical reflection and the other types of reflection he identifies. 

Mezirow (1991) is clear in his argument that critical reflection does not and should not 

always take place in isolation.  

Discourse 
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Discourse is the instrument through which transformation occurs and is defined 

by Mezirow (2003) as “dialogue involving the assessment of beliefs, feelings and values" 

(p. 59). This involves engaging in discussions with one’s self and with others to critically 

reflect on experiences. “Discourse is not based on winning arguments; it centrally 

involves finding agreement, welcoming difference, 'trying on' other points of view, 

identifying the common in the contradictory, tolerating the anxiety implicit in paradox, 

searching for synthesis, and reframing” (Mezirow, 2000, p.12-13). In essence, learning 

happens “together by analyzing the related experience of others to arrive at a common 

understanding” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 7). In educational settings, this requires teachers and 

adult learners to create a collaborative learning environment for discourse to take place.   

Furthermore, facilitators must create an environment where learners are free from 

coercion, able to listen to alternate points of view, and sometimes sit with discomfort in 

the discussion and their learning (Taylor, 2009). During discourse, feedback to learners is 

critical. “Educators especially need to be aware of learners’ needs for supportive and 

challenging feedback during transformative learning” (Cranton, 2006, p. 66). This is 

because of the discomfort learners often experience during a transformation. Even though 

Bratcher and Stroble (1994) did not frame their work with a theory of transformative 

learning, they concluded that teachers learning new ways to teach writing needed to 

experience discomfort before they could make changes in their teaching and thinking 

about the writing process. This is consistent with Mezirow’s ten phases and the literature 

on fostering transformative learning (Cranton, 2006; Mezirow, 1991). Learners are 

making unsettling changes in the way they see themselves, and this is evident in the 

literature on preservice teachers learning to teach writing through more unconventional 
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methods. Additionally, learners need a sense of empowerment in order to fully participate 

in discourse. Cranton (2006) suggested ways to relinquish power: lessen the 

disempowering effect of grading by alternative methods, flexible learning projects, and 

involve students in controlling the learning environment. In the language arts methods 

course that was the context for this study, students chose where to hold their workshops 

and conferencing sessions with peers, they were given choice in length, topic, and genre 

of their final writing piece. They also designed their own rubrics in order to determine 

grades.  

In the literature on learning to teach writing reviewed for this dissertation, the 

discourse among teachers and learners was also critical in creating an effective workshop 

atmosphere. Adult learners reported needing a supportive environment and opportunities 

for critical discussion in order to make sense of their new knowledge about writing and 

the writing process (Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003). Preservice teachers 

indicated that chances to discuss their struggles with peers or a teacher who had a deeper 

understanding of the workshop process allowed them to develop deeper understandings. 

Whitney (2008) also noted that discourse within the National Writing Project learning 

community, the context for her study, was the driving force for change in the teachers.    

Action 

The goal of transformative learning is change. In order for change to occur, one 

must act on a changed perspective. Mezirow (1991) describes perspective transformation 

as: 

the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our presumptions have 

come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our world; 
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changing these structures of habitual expectation to make possible a more 

inclusive discriminating, and integrative perspective; and finally, making choices 

or otherwise acting upon these new understandings. (p. 167) 

Taking action can be as simple as making a decision about something (Cranton, 2006).  

In the literature reviewed, some teacher candidates made changes as simple as deciding 

they liked the Writing Workshop better than the way they were taught (Colby & 

Stapleton, 2006). Other preservice teachers grew to appreciate the Writing Workshop 

through their own practice with it (Gardner, 2014). In the study conducted by Grossman 

and colleagues (2000), it was two years before the practices teachers had learned during 

their coursework appeared in their teaching. With transformative learning, acting on 

transformation does not have to occur instantly, it can occur incrementally (Mezirow, 

2000).   

Although the authors of the studies reviewed never explicitly named preservice 

teacher changes transformations, the commonalities exist. This suggested that the theory 

of transformative learning was a viable framework for studying graduate preservice 

teachers’ learning experiences. Figure 1 is a graphic representation of the conceptual 

framework designed prior to completing the study. It demonstrates my thinking for how 

the process of transformative learning would occur for an adult within a Writing 

Workshop setting. The framework depicts how engagement in a Writing Workshop 

setting might evoke a disorienting dilemma for a preservice teacher. Reflection and 

discourse are set within the Writing Workshop setting because it was expected that those 

elements would exist naturally during the language arts methods course. The graphic 
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portrays the idea that engaging in critical reflection and discourse will lead to action, a 

reintegration into society with a new perspective at the end of the course. 

 

 

 

 

               

 

  

 

Figure 1. Original conceptual framework 

 

Conclusion 

An examination of the literature on learning to teach writing showed that 

coursework in teacher preparation does often make a difference in preservice teachers’ 

beliefs about writing and themselves as writers, as well as their understandings about how 

to teach writing. Although the literature demonstrated post-course differences in 

preservice teachers’ thinking and understandings regarding writing, it was limited in its 

discussion about the ways preservice teachers grappled with their new knowledge in 

order to make sense of their new learning. “When reformers ask for entirely different 

type of teaching, they are asking teachers to shift to an entirely different frame of 

Action 
Discourse Disorienting 

Dilemma 

Writing Workshop Setting 

Critical Reflection 
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reference. This is no simple task” (Kennedy, 1999, p. 56). Preservice teachers' intricate 

learning experiences were not entirely described with details about how a shift in 

perspective occurred. Research studies are frequently missing rich descriptions of the 

experiences of preservice teachers. Furthermore, while the researchers recognized that 

features of the Writing Workshop — such as frequent writing and creating a supportive 

environment — were important elements in the development of preservice teachers’ 

beliefs about writing and learning about how to teach writing, detailed visions of how 

those strategies influenced preservice teachers were often absent from the research.  

In addition, the field of adult education suggests that less research account for 

transformative learning experiences retrospectively and more research be done to further 

understand how transformative learning occurs within the context of a classroom (Taylor, 

2000; 2007). This study addresses both of these gaps by examining the experiences of 

preservice teachers' learning to teach writing while they were participating in a language 

arts methods course through the lens of the transformative learning theory. The 

complexities in understanding how preservice teachers learn to teach require that teacher 

learning be studied through rich and in-depth approaches. Thus, a qualitative design was 

essential for this research; it is presented in detail in Chapter 3.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to describe, in detail, the 

experiences of elementary preservice teachers as they learned to teach writing by 

engaging in Writing Workshop during a language arts methods course. Research shows 

there is a limited understanding of how preservice teachers learn to teach writing 

(Kennedy, 1998; Morgan & Pytash, 2014; Norman & Spencer, 2005). This is likely 

because most teaching certificates offered at the elementary level do not require courses 

in writing theory or practice (National Commission on Writing, 2003; 2006), and “little 

emphasis is placed on teaching writing in most teacher education programs” (Hall & 

Grisham-Brown, 2011, p. 149). Thus, what is not taught cannot be studied. This research 

makes a contribution to the teacher preparation field by studying preservice teachers' 

experiences learning to teach writing within a language arts methods course where the 

sole focus was on writing. Not only does this study provide examples of how preservice 

teachers learned to teach writing while immersed in their own Writing Workshop, but it 

also demonstrates how their experiences were transformative and details which aspects of 

the course encouraged those transformations. In doing so, this study also adds to the 

dearth of research on the process of transformative learning in higher education (Cranton 

& Hoggan, 2012). It does so not only by evaluating the presence of transformative 

learning, but also by adding to the lack of research on the relationship between 

instructional strategies used in higher education settings and the transformation process 

(Kasworm & Bowles, 2012).  
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In Chapter 3, I describe the qualitative research design and my epistemological 

stance. I also present information about the context for the study (i.e., the site, course, and 

instructor) and share my sampling strategy. In addition, I describe in detail my data 

collection methods and analytic procedures. Trustworthiness and ethical considerations 

are also discussed at the close of this chapter.  

 Research Design 

I employed a qualitative approach to explore the experiences of a select group of 

elementary preservice teachers as they learned to teach writing through a more 

nontraditional method, a Writing Workshop model. A qualitative design was fitting to 

investigate the research questions because qualitative approaches seek to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the meaning of the participants’ experience within a natural setting.  

 The two research questions crafted to guide this research were: 

1. How do elementary preservice teachers experience learning to teach 

writing in a language arts methods course where they are asked to engage 

in a Writing Workshop?  

2. While learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course, can the 

revealed experiences of elementary preservice teachers be classified as 

transformative? If so, how and in what ways? 

Epistemology 

 According to Creswell (2007), the researcher’s epistemological stance explains, 

“how the researcher knows what he or she knows” (p. 16). Constructionism is the 

epistemological lens through which I approached this research. Constructionism is 

defined as the “view that all knowledge and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is 
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contingent upon human practices being constructed in and out of interactions between 

human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social 

context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). As the review of the literature in Chapter 2 detailed, the 

research shows that the process for constructing knowledge while learning to teach within 

a Writing Workshop setting is a social process. Mezirow (1991, 2000) also posits that 

transformation is a social process occurring within the context of interactions, discourse 

with others, identifying with others, viewing and validating alternative ways of 

understanding, and then acting.  

 From a constructionist stance, meaning is not created it is constructed (Crotty, 

1998); thus, according to a constructionist view, I expected that each participant would 

have a different experience while learning to teach writing (Patton, 2002). A qualitative 

research design allowed me to study each of the participant's experiences in depth. 

Observations, the collection of documents, as well as interviewing my participants 

allowed me to arrive at the “paramount objective” of qualitative research, which is “to 

understand the meaning of an experience” (Merriam, 1988, p. 16). This work reflected 

naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and I sought to understand and discover the 

perspectives of the participants in the real-world setting through a case study approach. 

Case Study Research 

A qualitative case study is an appropriate design to use if the researcher seeks an 

in-depth understanding of a single case or a group of multiple cases (Stake, 2006; 

Merriam, 2009), and is looking to “illuminate the reader’s understanding of the 

phenomenon under study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 44). Likewise, Yin (2009) suggested that 

one would subscribe to a case study method in order to “understand a real-life 
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phenomenon in-depth”, where such understanding relies on contextual factors as they are 

highly significant to “the phenomenon of study” (p. 18). Each of the descriptions 

provided by Merriam, Stake, and Yin comprise a use for case study that aligned clearly 

with this research and research questions. This research illuminated the phenomenon of 

learning to teach writing by studying six individual preservice teachers within the context 

of their university classroom.  

Another essential and identifying factor of case study research is that the case 

itself be bound in natural ways (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2009). According to 

Merriam (2009), in an educational setting, a bound phenomenon can be a program, 

people, a person — anything that can easily be “fenced-in” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40). For 

this research, each of the preservice teachers studied represented a single case. Studying 

each of the preservice teachers as an individual case allowed me to understand as much 

as possible about the particular experience of each participant. At the same time, using a 

multiple case study method provided me the opportunity to examine the range of 

perspectives (Creswell, 2007) they brought to the teacher preparation program, and the 

ways in which their individual experiences (transformative or not) were alike and 

different. I conducted both within and cross-case examinations of the data in order to 

accomplish this. This multiple case study design produced an interpretive case study 

product, containing rich description where data were used to “develop conceptual 

categories or to illustrate, support, or challenge theoretical assumptions held prior to the 

data gathering” (Merriam, 1988, p. 28). 

Data Collection 
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Research site. The research site for this study was a graduate school of education 

located within a private urban institution, Samuel Townsend University (pseudonym). 

The university is located in a large Mid-Atlantic U.S. city, and admission to the 

university is considered "very difficult" with fewer than 60% accepted (U.S. News and 

World Report, 2018). The graduate school of education within the university has 

approximately 1,500 students enrolled in master, specialist or doctoral programs, and 

tuition for graduate students totals about $1,600 per credit (U.S. News and World Report, 

2018). The only elementary education program located at this university is a graduate 

master’s program accredited by the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation 

(CEAP). 

There are two options of study for elementary education students: a one-year 

accelerated program or a two-year program. The one-year program requires an intense 

time commitment, yet both programs lead to eligibility for teacher certification in grades 

1-6. Across both programs, approximately 20-25 students enroll each year. Typically, the 

program draws no more than one or two male candidates per year. In the two cohorts 

active when this study took place (academic years 2011-2013 and 2012-2013), there were 

a total of two males. Seventy-four percent of the students in the two cohorts were under 

age 29, with five students in their 40s or 50s. Most (80%) of the students in the cohort 

identified as being of White-European descent, 8% identified as African-American, 4% 

as Asian American, 4% as Latino/a, and 4% as Native American.   

Preservice teachers in the elementary education program were required to 

complete internships at elementary schools in both urban and suburban settings. Urban 

public-school internships took place during the first seven weeks of the fall semester, 
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suburban internships during the second half of the fall semester, or the following seven 

weeks. The preservice teachers then chose the location (urban or suburban) they wanted 

to complete an internship for the entire spring semester. Most of the preservice teacher 

internships took place in the surrounding public elementary schools; some exceptions 

were made that allowed preservice teachers to complete fieldwork in private school 

settings. Although the program was partnered with about 15-20 different schools, it was 

impossible to control for the kind of instruction that preservice teachers observed or were 

asked to teach during their internships. 

The research site was selected through a purposeful sampling process (Patton, 

1980) in that I selected the site based on my own prior knowledge of the course structure 

as a former teaching assistant. Having served as a teaching assistant for the course in 

2011, I had detailed knowledge about the course and the instructor. 

 Course and instructor. The language arts methods course that was the context 

for this study took place over the first seven weeks of the fall semester and met twice per 

week for two and a half hours each time. The students in the course met with the 

instructor in a university classroom, but students were often encouraged to meet with 

their writing group outside of the classroom or building. The course was structured so 

that students participated often in learner-centered “strategies to-go”, similar to writing 

activities or mini-lessons, much like elementary students might participate in during a 

Writing Workshop. The instructor did very little lecturing, and the course included 

mostly cooperative learning activities. 

During the second week of the course, the preservice teachers were placed into 

writing groups for the remaining five weeks. Students participated in a scheduled Writing 
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Workshop once per week. During that time, they listened to the writing of their peers, 

made suggestions to improve pieces, shared their own writing, and discussed their 

experiences with the process. Students were also often asked to do independent writing 

during the course, as well as pre-writing at the onset of most course meetings. The 

instructor modeled instruction often for the students using her own writing and personal 

experiences as examples. Discussions during the course regularly stemmed from 

questions students had regarding how to implement certain curricula or writing strategies.  

 The main course text, Writing Workshop: The Essential Guide, was written by 

Ralph Fletcher and JoAnn Portalupi (2001). The syllabus, attached as Appendix A, 

provides a complete description of the course, including the objectives, method for 

evaluation, and schedule. The students in the course completed a writing assignment and 

participated in a follow-up discussion that required them to read a book of their choice. 

Descriptions of each writing assignment are also included as Appendix A. The writing 

assignments were collected as documents for a documents analysis and are described in 

more detail later in the chapter. I also provided the instructor with a consent form (see 

Appendix A) for approval to observe during the course. 

The instructor is a part-time visiting instructor at the university and, at the time of 

data collection, had been teaching this course at the university for three years. She was 

also the adjunct instructor for a similar course at another local university. As a former co-

director, professional development coordinator, and teacher consultant at a nearby 

National Writing Project site, she often worked with teachers and gave presentations 

about the writing process and workshop models. In addition, she had been teaching 



 

 75 

Writing Workshop to students in alternative school settings on a part-time basis for the 

past 12 years.   

When I asked the instructor to provide some background information about 

herself for this study, she voluntarily offered the following quote: “I gain credibility with 

my students by becoming a co-writer with them. I firmly believe that they already have a 

great deal of knowledge and that reflection is the key to becoming an expert teacher.” 

(Personal communication, June 11, 2012). There are many reasons why I was drawn to 

research participants’ experiences during the course taught by this instructor. One of the 

main reasons is that the instructor and I shared a similar philosophy of teaching 

preservice teachers and teaching writing.  

Participants. There are debates in the field about what number constitutes a 

complete sample when conducting qualitative research. Merriam (2009) suggested that 

the sample needs to most accurately reflect the purpose of the study. In this way, 

decisions regarding sample size are mostly subjective; however, there are some specific 

numbers put forth for case study research, especially multiple case study designs. Stake 

(2006) recommends that the benefits of multiple case study will be “limited if there are 

fewer than four or more than 10 cases chosen” (p.22).  Yet, Creswell (2007) posits that 

four or five cases should be included in a single study because “this number should 

provide ample opportunity to identify themes of the cases as well as conduct cross-case 

theme analysis” (p.128). With case study, the goal is not a large sample size but a rich in-

depth description of the experience from the participants’ point of view. For this 

particular study, I had intended to select four preservice teachers; ultimately, six 
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preservice teachers were selected, and I explain the reason for that selecting that number 

of participants in Chapter 4.  

I selected participants through a criterion-based sampling process (Goetz & 

LeCompte, 1984) similar to Patton’s (1980) description of purposeful sampling. The only 

differences between purposeful sampling and criterion sampling are that criterion-based 

sampling is “somewhat more inclusive” and “can be used to identify a sample prior to a 

study or in the early stages” (Merriam, 1988, p. 49). In criterion-based sampling the 

researcher “develops a profile of an instance that would be the best, most effective, or 

most desirable of some population and then finds a real-world case that closely matches 

the profile” (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984, p. 82).  

I selected participants primarily because of their enrollment in the elementary 

education language arts methods course. My criterion-based sampling strategy included 

selecting participants based on additional criteria beyond their membership in the course. 

The profile below is one I developed based on my knowledge of the program, my 

readings and understandings of the transformative learning process, and the research on 

preservice teachers’ belief and attitude development while learning to teach writing 

through a non-traditional approach. Six elementary preservice teachers were selected for 

this study based on the following criteria: 

1) The participant was an elementary education student enrolled in the current one-

year or two-year cohort (2011-2013 or 2012-2013) when the study took place. 

2) The participant was a preservice teacher without any prior full-time elementary 

teaching experience. To understand the transformative nature of engaging in this 



 

 77 

course, it was important that preservice teachers did not have prior experience 

with the method of instruction they were learning in the course. 

3) The participant did not have any prior experience teaching or taking part in a 

Writing Workshop. Prior experiences teaching writing or working in any way 

with the Writing Workshop would mean that the experience was not new to the 

participant. 

 It was once thought that age may be a factor in transformative learning (Taylor, 

2000). However, researchers — who have framed their work with a theory of 

transformative learning — have attempted to distinguish between age groups when 

selecting participants, but there has not been any indication that transformation 

manifests itself differently for varying age groups (see Taylor, 2007; Taylor & 

Synder, 2012).  For that reason, I did not restrict my study of graduate preservice 

teachers by age. In fact, where possible, I selected participants of different ages, 

genders, and ethnicities. In spite of this intention, my selection of participants was 

constrained given the demographics of the population presented earlier in this 

chapter. I describe, in detail, how I introduced the study to cohort members, recruited 

and selected participants, as well as decisions I made during the participant selection 

process in Chapter 4.  

Methods 

It is critical in case study research to provide multiple forms of data; this helps 

give a full picture of the case related to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). I collected 

three different types of data sources: a) three one-to-one interviews with each of the six 

participants, b) thirteen observations of participants in their natural setting at each course 
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meeting over the seven weeks, and c) a variety of personal documents — seven different 

kinds of documents in total— each participant wrote for the course. I considered these 

methods of data collection as fieldwork, which “makes possible the description and 

understanding of both externally observed behaviors and internal states (worldview, 

opinions, values, attitudes, and symbolic constructs)” (Patton, 2002, p. 48).  

 Interviews. I used the in-depth phenomenological approach developed by 

Dolbaere and Schuman (Schuman, 1982) as described by Seidman (2006) to conduct my 

interviews. Dolbaere and Schuman suggested a three-phase approach to interviewing 

with open-ended questions. This interview approach fit well with my study because it 

allowed for interviewing to take place over the length of the course. Seidman’s (2006) 

interview content description also aligned with what I sought to understand about the 

connections between preservice teachers’ experiences learning to teach writing and the 

process of transformation within a higher education setting. He wrote,  

 The first interview establishes the context of the participants’ experience. The 

 second allows participants to reconstruct the details of their experience within the 

 context in which it occurs. And the third encourages the participants to reflect on 

 the meaning their experience holds for them (p. 17).  

The structure of these in-depth phenomenological interviews was important to this study 

because it allowed me to ask questions at the appropriate time during the participants’ 

experience.  

 Each of my interview protocols included about five open-ended questions 

(Creswell, 2007). The full interview protocol is attached as Appendix D. I interviewed 

each participant three times — using the designed series approach — over the seven 
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weeks of the course. Each interview ran for approximately 60 minutes. Most interviews 

took place in the university library meeting rooms, a setting that was comfortable, quiet, 

and familiar to the participants, yet conveyed a scholarly atmosphere. Several interviews 

were conducted at quiet coffee shops near the university because it was more convenient 

for the participants. 

At the beginning of the course, I asked “Focused Life History” (Seidman, 2006, p. 

17) questions. As the preservice teachers did not have any experiences with the workshop 

model at this point, asking focused life history questions allowed me to understand what 

beliefs and perspectives the participants had about writing when they began the course. I 

also asked participants to recount any memories they might have about learning to write. 

As Merriam (1988) explained, it is “necessary to interview when we are interested in past 

events that are impossible to replicate” (p. 72). In addition, asking the participants about 

their prior experiences with writing was integral to understanding their development as 

writing teachers during the course. Furthermore, the idea of transformative learning alone 

suggests that, in order to evaluate transformation, it is essential to know where one 

begins.  

The content of the second interview was about the “Details of the Experience” for 

the participants (Seidman, 2006, p. 18). I interviewed each participant during week five 

of the semester, in the middle of their experience. Questions were designed so that 

participants would react with specifics about their experience learning to teach writing. I 

asked about positive or challenging experiences overall and in the writing group. I also 

asked them to share details about any opportunities they might have had to practice their 

learning. These questions (included in Appendix D) allowed me to learn what the 
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experience was like for the participants from their perspective, beyond what I could 

understand by observing them during the course.  

The third interview was focused on “Reflecting on the Experience” (Seidman, 

2006, p. 18). In this interview, I asked participants to reflect on individual aspects of the 

experience, as well as the overall experience, and what it meant to them. During the 

second and third interview, I also followed up with participants about behaviors or 

conversations I had witnessed during my observations.  In addition to aligning my 

interview series with Dolbaere and Schuman's (Schuman, 1982) approach, my 

understanding of the transformative learning theory and transformation process 

underpinned the questions and influenced the follow-up questions I asked.   

I recruited two preservice teachers who took the same course during the previous 

year academic year, 2011-2012, to pilot the interviews. The piloting process took place 

the August prior to the start of the course. I piloted several of the questions from each 

interview phase over one conversation and made several adjustments based on my 

conversations with these program graduates. 

 Observations. Observation is essential in case study as the natural setting is 

critical to what one can learn from the case (Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2009). I observed each 

course meeting over the seven weeks of the course, thirteen course meetings in total. 

Gold’s (1958) typology is the most commonly used continuum for understanding a 

researcher’s role in fieldwork. He listed four possibilities: 1) complete participant, 2) 

participant as observer, 3) observer as participant, and 4) complete observer. On the 

participant-observer continuum, the participant role is difficult to define (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2003; Gold, 1958; Patton, 2002). Patton (1980) defines the “participant” role 
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thus, “Experiencing the program as an insider is what necessitates the participant part of 

participant observation” (p. 128). As an “observer as participant” I observed the course 

with my participants’ knowledge, but I did not participate in the group and my 

interactions with the group were limited to greetings and asking permission to "listen-in" 

on small group work. I made every effort not to interact with the participants, other 

students in the course, or the instructor during the observations. And, even though I did 

not participate in the course, I considered my role an “observer as participant” because I 

was visible to everyone in the room and everyone knew why I was there.  

I observed only the interactions my participants had with other participants, other 

students, or their instructor during the course meetings. As the observer, I sat in the back 

of the room so that my presence was not distracting. However, when my participants 

engaged in small-group work, I moved to a location where I could hear and see them 

clearly. The environment, activities presented, and interactions among participants were 

all recorded through a method of field note taking. Appendix E is an example of the field 

note form I used. I took field notes on participants' conversations, responses to questions 

the instructor posed, as well as their body language during different course activities or 

topics discussed. Bogdan and Biklen (2003) suggested that observation field notes 

include two types of data: descriptive and reflective. The goal with field notes is to record 

as much as possible in relation to the research questions and purpose, including quotes 

and details. The following types of descriptive data were included in the field notes: 

1) Portraits of the subjects: including mannerisms and style of talking or acting 

2) Reconstruction of dialogue  
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3) Accounts of particular events, including who was involved, in what manner, and 

the nature of the action 

4) Depiction of activities and detailed descriptions of behavior, the sequence of 

behaviors and acts 

5) Observer’s behavior 

My reflective field notes also included my “feelings, problems, ideas, hunches, and 

impressions” from my observations (p. 114).  

When my preservice teacher participants separated into their writing groups 

during course meetings, I followed one individual group for an entire period because they 

often went to different locations across campus. I requested that each participant let me 

know when they were sharing their writing with the group so that I could maximize 

observations of my participants. Several participants were absent from a course meeting 

and some spoke up more during course meetings than others, and I share more about this 

in Chapter 4.  

Both interviews and observations are considered primary sources of data 

collection when conducting qualitative research (Merriam, 2009). In many cases, I 

compared the content of an interview to specific occurrences I observed during the course 

meetings. I made decisions to ask about what I observed during my interviews, in order 

to clarify, verify, or simply inquire about the behaviors witnessed during observations 

(Merriam, 2009); I elaborate on these decisions in Chapter 4. 

 Documents. Last, I collected a number of documents created by the participants 

during the course. These written documents included personal accounts of the meaning of 

the experience to the participants. Bogdan and Biklen (2003) presented three different 
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types of documents (i.e., personal, official, and popular culture); they consider personal 

documents as “any first-person narrative that describes an individual's actions, 

experiences, and beliefs” (p. 124). Merriam (2009) also considers personal documents to 

be a “reliable source of data concerning a person's attitudes, beliefs and view of the 

world" (p. 143). All documents reviewed for this study were considered “personal 

documents”, but they were also required for completion of the course as outlined by the 

instructor. As the researcher, I did not require the participants to complete any additional 

documents. The list below describes some of the documents I collected:  

• Participants’ pre- and post-position papers. These position papers required 

preservice teachers to write about their understanding of the role writing plays in 

learning. They were asked to answer the question: How are writing and learning 

connected? Participants wrote these on the first day and last day of the course.  

• Writer’s notebooks. Preservice teachers were told to keep and use (on a regular 

basis) writer’s notebooks. These notebooks included brainstorming ideas, 

reflections about readings, thoughts about daily experiences, etc. 

• Students also wrote a paragraph prior to engaging in the workshop group and then 

after the workshop group had ended about how they felt participating in the 

group. 

All of these documents were important personal documents to include in this research 

as they provided a view of the inner meaning of the instruction or course to the 

participant — insights they may not think to or be willing to disclose during course 

conversations or interview sessions. Appendix A details all of the written requirements 

for the course. These documents were collected and copied or sent to the researcher over 
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email at the participants' request. Any documents sent electronically were printed and 

then immediately deleted. All original documents were returned to the participants.  

Participant’s names were replaced with pseudonyms on all written course documents 

collected. 

 Timeline. Data collection for this study lasted eight weeks. The first interview 

with participants took place the first week of the course. The last, or third interview took 

place the week after the last course meeting. Table 4 details the timeline for data 

collection. 

Table 4 

 

Data Collection Timeline 

 Data Collection Method 

Week Documents will be collected throughout the seven-week course as they are 

completed by the participants  

1 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm  

First interview: “Focused Life History”  

2 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm 

3 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm 

4 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm 

5 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm  

Second interview: “Details of the Experience” 

6 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30- 6pm 

7 Observations on Tuesdays and Thursdays 3:30-6pm  

8 Third interview: “Reflecting on Experience” 

 

Analytic Procedures 

Overall, the analysis of each case was done both inductively and deductively, using 

primarily the open coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and the constant comparative 

method of deriving theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Following an analysis of each case, 

I engaged in an analysis across cases, recognizing and describing similarities and 

differences, in order to “deepen understanding and explanation” of the phenomenon 
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(Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 173). Last, I matched codes and data chunks to the four 

aspects of the Mezirow's (1991, 2000) transformation process. 

Of course, my data collection (e.g., my design for my interview questions) and my 

analysis of the data was influenced by an understanding of Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) 

transformative learning theory and the research on learning to teach writing as described 

in Chapter 2. Additional details about my analysis process and specific examples of 

codes, categories and matrices are included in Chapter 4 for research question one and 

Chapter 5 for research question two. I briefly describe the three phases of my analysis in 

the following sections.  

 Phase One. The first phase of analysis occurred within each case, as the 

“analyst’s first and foremost responsibility” is to do “justice to each individual case” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 449). All of the data I collected was organized by case, or participant, 

and each case included transcripts from three interviews, all personal documents written 

by that participant during the course, observation field notes pertaining to that participant, 

and any memos written about that participant. Although documents are considered “mute 

evidence” (Hodder, 1994), I analyzed these particular documents, classified as personal 

based on the criteria suggested by Bogdan and Biklen (2003) and Merriam (2009), just as 

I did the interview transcripts and my observation data.   

 Initially, I analyzed data inductively. “Inductive analysis means that the patterns, 

themes, and categories of analysis come from the data; they emerge out of the data rather 

than being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis” (Patton, 1980, p. 306).  

Coding was the part of the first stage of analysis and involved labeling or tagging chunks 

of data for meaning (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Both open and in-vivo coding (i.e., using 
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the participants’ own language as codes) techniques were employed (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). In Chapter 4, I offer examples of the initial codes that resulted from this process. 

Subsequently, in order to code data into categories, I utilized a constant comparative 

method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) within each case. The constant comparative 

method introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1967) starts with the analyst “coding each 

incident in his data into as many categories of analysis as possible, as categories emerge 

or data emerges that fits into that category” (p. 105). The “defining rule" for the constant 

comparative method during this stage of analysis is that “while coding an incident for a 

category, compare it with previous incidents in the same and different groups coded in 

the same category” (p. 106).  

 Once I had established what I believed were broad categories of data, I developed 

analytic questions breaking down my research question and the newly formed categories 

in order to analyze each case's data from a different perspective. Examples of the analytic 

questions are included in Chapter 4. In responding to the questions for each case, I wrote 

integrative memos for each participant. These memos became first drafts of each of the 

case studies and helped confirm the categories I had developed while coding.  

 Phase Two. In phase two, I conducted a cross-case analysis for research question 

one to uncover the similarities and differences between cases. “By comparing sites or 

cases, one can establish the range of generality of a finding or explanation, and at the 

same time, pin down the conditions under which that finding will occur” (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984, p. 51). No additional coding was done during this phase of the analysis; 

here, analysis was done to “deepen understanding and explanation” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 173). During this phase, I constructed several different matrices organized by 
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case and category, each “containing bits of narrative such as key phrases, quotes, or other 

illustrations of the categories” (Merriam, 1988, p. 155). By developing these matrices, I 

was able to uncover patterns across cases using previously coded data, yet making it 

“comparable via common codes, common displays of commonly coded data segments, 

and common reporting formats for each case” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 178). For 

each matrix, data were entered into a particular cell by category and participant. I 

depicted each case as a separate row, where columns included data representative of each 

of the categories that emerged from the inductive analysis for research question one. 

Table 6 in Chapter 4 provides an example of a matrix for research question one.  

 Phase Three. I intended to produce interpretive case studies, where I would 

“illustrate, support, or challenge theoretical assumptions held prior to the data gathering” 

(Merriam, 1988, p. 28). In order to accomplish this, I made comparisons and pointed out 

the relationship between codes that emerged from phase one of my data analysis and 

Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) process for transformation. I focused initially only on those four 

aspects of transformative learning I depicted in my original conceptual framework — 

disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, discourse and action. However, I was cognizant 

during my analysis of what Glaser and Strauss (1967) point out: that “merely selecting 

data for a category that has been established by another theory tends to hinder the 

generation of new categories, because the major effort is not generation but data 

selection” (p. 37). Throughout this phase, I reviewed data for aspects of each participant's 

transformative experience that may not have fit into the original four aspects.  

The purpose for this matching process was to build theory, as opposed to testing 

Mezirow's theory. I did not develop a priori codes based on Mezirow’s theory, but I 
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pulled codes and corresponding chunks of data after my initial analysis of the data. 

Similarly, Whitney (2008) used codes to create a schematic representation of patterns of 

experiences among teachers who had transformative experiences. This model was then 

compared and contrasted with Mezirow’s (1991) ten phases of transformative learning. In 

Chapter 5, I describe how I uncovered aspects of my participants' transformative process 

that were not included in the original conceptual framework.  

Trustworthiness 

Several strategies were used to enhance the trustworthiness of this study. Methods 

triangulation (Denzin, 1970), described as “cross-checking information and conclusions 

through the use of multiple procedures” (Johnson, 1997, p. 161), was one form of 

trustworthiness employed. While each method of data collection (i.e., interviewing, 

observation, and documents) was essential, methods triangulation provided the 

opportunity to confirm or reject findings.  

Additionally, memo writing after each course meeting and interview made me 

more self-aware as I attempted to control for any biases (Johnson, 1997). I used memo 

writing throughout the study in order to keep track of my thoughts during the data 

collection process (Creswell, 2007). Corbin and Strauss (2008) make an important 

distinction between field notes and memos: “Memos are lengthier [than field notes] and 

include more in-depth thoughts about an event usually written in conceptual form after 

leaving the field” (p. 124).  

Maxwell (2005) believes memos serve various purposes, and all are essential to 

the research process. He suggested that memos “can be written on methodological issues, 

ethics, personal reactions, or anything else” (p. 12). I classified the memos I wrote as 
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theoretical, methodological, or personal (Marsiglio, 1994). Methodological memos were 

used to keep track of any methodological changes or decisions that needed to be made, or 

simply things about method that I wanted to remember. Theoretical memos were used to 

relate what I observed, heard and read to my theoretical understandings of the topic.  

Personal memos or subjectivity memos were also written throughout data collection to 

keep track of personal feelings and reactions to data. Appendix E is an example of the 

form I used record memos.  

Reflexivity was an integral strategy used to increase the trustworthiness of this 

study. As a former teacher of Writing Workshop and believer in the instructional method, 

I brought many biases to this study. A subjectivity statement articulating and clarifying 

assumptions and biases — like the one written below — was necessary to “allow the 

reader to better understand how the researcher might have arrived at the particular 

interpretation of the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219) and why the particular approach or 

framework was chosen for the study.  

 Researcher’s position. I have always considered myself a struggling writer, and 

my experiences in elementary and secondary school learning to write were never 

positive. I learned to write through a combination of spelling tests, textbook grammar 

exercises, and a few prompt-based writing activities, or a traditional method of writing 

instruction focused on product. If one of my elementary or secondary teachers used a 

process approach to teaching writing, I cannot recognize now it as such. I do know that I 

was never taught using a Writing Workshop model — I never listened to a mini-lesson, 

met with a group of peer writers, or used a Writer’s Notebook to gather my thoughts.  
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As a doctoral student, I had the opportunity to be a teaching assistant for a 

language arts methods course after I expressed an interest in a future role as an 

elementary education professor. Right away, I noticed this course was taught entirely 

different than anything I had experienced during my own teacher preparation about 12 

years ago. My own preparation for the teaching of writing at the elementary level 

included one course that combined language arts methods with social studies methods. 

Through the course, I learned ways to integrate the language arts (i.e., reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening) into the teaching of social studies. My final project for that 

course encompassed designing a unit plan based on the New York State Social Studies 

Learning Standards that included writing a persuasive piece and a poem. I also took two 

required reading courses, one in children’s’ literature and another in reading theory and 

instruction. Unbeknownst to me at the time, I did not have any strategies for providing 

writing instruction to my future students. 

Once I finished my master’s degree, I was hired to teach at a local school district 

and immediately asked to attend a professional development institute led by consultants 

associated with the Reading and Writing Project. I did not appreciate or understand how 

one learns to write until this experience. Here, I learned how to teach Writing Workshop 

to my fifth-grade students through a method I had never seen before. I came to 

understand the importance of teaching writing all in itself. This changed my entire 

perspective about learning to write and what writing looks like in an elementary 

classroom. I brought this very clearly positive and transformative experience learning to 

teach writing as a beginning teacher to this study.  
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My own experience learning to teach writing and my role as a teaching assistant 

in the language arts methods course impacted my beliefs and expectations about how 

meaningful this course might be for students. For this reason, it was imperative that I 

engaged in a consistent reflective process during data collection and reviewed these 

reflections diligently during the analysis process. I achieved this reflective process 

through several methods: 1) writing this statement on the position I took in the research, 

2) keeping track of my own reflective “data” during observations (described in more 

detail below and shown in Appendix E), and 3) by using a process of memo writing (see 

also Appendix E).   

In addition to my own passion for and personal experience with the Writing 

Workshop model, I had established a relationship with the participants as their former 

teacher. Being a doctoral student in the same department, I had the opportunity to teach a 

foundations course and all of my participants took my course. This had an impact on my 

positionality as I began this research. My participants may have speculated about my 

opinions on the role of a teacher and my perspectives about the way students learn best 

— even in relation to writing — although that was not discussed during the foundations 

course. For this reason, I was careful not offer any agreement or disagreement with my 

participants’ views during the interview process. Having previously taught six different 

groups of preservice teachers and reading their evaluations of the course and my 

instruction, I understand that every person’s experience with coursework is unique and 

that some courses are more meaningful for some students than others. I acknowledged 

my own perspective and my previous knowledge of my participants so that I was acutely 

aware of any instance in which I was not analyzing and interpreting data with sincerity. 
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 In addition, it was important to establish a relationship with the participants as a 

researcher. At the start of the course, I introduced myself as a researcher and, again, 

clearly articulated my role as such in the introductory email where I requested their 

participation. Finally, although written consent to participate was not required by the 

Institutional Review Board, I shared the Participant Consent Form (see Appendix C), 

clearly stating that the instructor and peers will not know who is a participant in the study 

unless the participant decides to share that information.  

Human Participants and Ethical Considerations 

This research was registered as Exempt with the university Institutional Review 

Board because it presented a minimal risk to participants; however, as the researcher, I 

took all measures to ensure that the participants understood all risks. I did not collect any 

data prior to receiving this notification from the Institutional Review Board. Also, all 

research procedures, risks, benefits, as well as the research purpose were explained to the 

participants via several different communications, including a consent form. The Exempt 

status of this study required that each participant give verbal consent, as opposed to 

signed consent. I created this consent form in accordance with the recommendations and 

requirements put forth by the Institutional Review Board at the university where the 

research was taking place, as well as the consent form suggestions listed by Creswell 

(2007). I informed participants that what was discussed with me during the interview 

process would not be communicated to the instructor; the instructor was also made aware 

of this and gave her verbal consent to the Instructor Consent Form (see Appendix A). 

This dissertation reveals the content and actual quotes from interviews, only public — 
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with no real names associated — well after the participants completed the course and 

grades were assigned.  

After and during data collection, all electronic data were password protected. 

Other non-electronic data, such as documents, were held in the researchers personal file 

cabinet with a lock. Only the researcher had access to locks and password information. 

All data remained anonymous with only a pseudonym as the identifier. As explained 

previously in this chapter, consent forms and recruitment questionnaires, which include 

the participants’ real names and demographic information, were held in a file separate 

from all hard copy data collected with its own lock. 

Specifically, the professional and personal influence or associated risk of this 

study was minimal. However, anytime an interviewer asks open-ended questions about 

one’s life history or personal feelings about a topic, there is potential for a participant to 

become uncomfortable. As Merriam (2009) explains, with interviewing, participants 

could “feel their privacy has been invaded, they may be embarrassed by certain 

questions, and they may tell things they had never intended to reveal” (p. 231).  I made 

every attempt to allow participants to relax and share freely by assuring their responses 

would remain confidential.   

Finally, by carefully recording my own feelings through engaging in a reflective 

process with the use of field notes, memo writing, and the above subjectivity statement, I 

ensured the data were analyzed to represent the meaning of the experience of learning to 

teach writing to the participant and not to myself. While I could not control for the 

perspective I brought to this research, I was explicit in my recording of my perspectives, 

thoughts, and feelings as they arose, and I reviewed them during the data analysis process 
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in order to recognize when any influence on the data occurred. In the next two chapters, I 

discuss the findings that emerged from the study. 
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Chapter 4: Case Study Results 

This study had two purposes: 1) to illuminate the experiences of preservice teachers 

as they learned to teach writing during a language arts methods course, and 2) to make 

connections between preservice teachers' experiences learning to teach writing and 

Mezirow's (1991, 2000) theory of transformative learning. I conducted a qualitative 

multiple case study consisting of interviews, observations and a review of participant 

documents to explore the experiences of six preservice teachers enrolled in a graduate 

elementary education program. In Chapter 4, I present the findings from the first research 

question that guided this multiple case study: How do elementary preservice teachers 

experience learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course where they are 

asked to engage in a Writing Workshop? In doing so, I describe each of the six 

participants’ experiences through individual case studies and then compare and contrast 

the experiences of each participant in a cross-case analysis. In the following sections, I 

also revisit the participant selection process, course overview, data collection and 

analysis.  

Participant Selection 

I introduced this study to the 25 students enrolled in the course at a cohort 

meeting prior to the start of the course. I distributed the recruitment letter (see Appendix 

B) during the meeting and used the exact language in the letter to describe the study. All 

students who attended the meeting were enrolled in either the one- or two-year cohort. At 

that time, I asked students to contact me if they were interested in participating in the 

study; eight students contacted me via email or in person immediately following the 

meeting to let me know they were interested in possibly participating in the study.  
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As described in my sampling strategy in Chapter 3, I sent each of those students a 

questionnaire, which included questions about their age, undergraduate and other 

previous degrees, any prior teaching experience, as well as any experience they had with 

Writing Workshop (see Appendix B for the questionnaire). Upon receiving the 

questionnaire, one student decided she was no longer interested in participating because 

she reconsidered the time commitment; this left seven potential participants to review. 

The first three students to submit their questionnaire met my participant criteria — they 

had no prior experience participating in a Writing Workshop nor had they taken a course 

on teaching writing or held any formal full-time teaching positions — and I confirmed 

them as participants. The fourth student that expressed interest in participating by 

submitting the questionnaire had taught seventh grade through an alternative certificate 

program. I asked her several follow-up questions about whether or not she had taught 

writing to her middle school students. Once I learned that she had not taught writing or 

had any experience with Writing Workshop, I determined she would be a good fit for the 

study and she agreed to participate. 

I intended to select four participants for this study; however, I continued to 

receive three more questionnaires from potential participants after confirming my first 

four participants. Upon reviewing their questionnaires, I decided —after a discussion 

with the Chair of my dissertation committee — to accept two of those three students as 

participants. In order to include participants of different ages, genders, and ethnicities to 

all extent possible, I selected a fifth participant because he was male and I did not have 

any other male participants. I also accepted a six participant who identified as Hispanic 

and Native American. After the sixth participant confirmed she wanted to take part in the 
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study, I notified the last preservice teacher who submitted her completed questionnaire 

that I already had the maximum number of participants for this study.  

The Institutional Review Board did not require participants to give signed 

consent, so I supplied all participants with a consent form and obtained verbal consent 

from each participant who agreed to be interviewed three times, observed at every course 

meeting, and submit requested written work. All names (including the names of 

participants, the institution, and the instructor) used in this dissertation are pseudonyms. 

In response to my request, five of the participants self-selected a pseudonym. I assigned a 

pseudonym to the sixth participant because she did not care to select one.  

Of the six participants, five are female and one is male. Two of the participants 

were in their 40s at the time of the data collection; the other four participants were 23 or 

24-years-old. All but one participant identified as White. All participants’ undergraduate 

and other graduate degrees are in the humanities and social sciences. Only one of the 

participants was a member of the two-year cohort, and data collection took place during 

her second year. Table 5 below includes an overview of participants’ backgrounds in the 

order they submitted their questionnaires to participate in the study. 

Table 5 

 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

Participant 

pseudonym 

Gender Age  Race/Ethnicity Previous work 

experience 

Cohort Undergraduate 

major 

Whitney  Female 23 White/Not 

Hispanic 

None 1 yr. Educational 

Psychology 

Sylvia  Female 24 White/Not 

Hispanic 

7th grade teacher 

then paralegal 

intern 

1 yr. English 

Language and 

Literature  

Kay Female 48 White/Not 

Hispanic 

Lawyer  1 yr. English (then 

JD) 
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Participant 

pseudonym 

Gender Age  Race/Ethnicity Previous work 

experience 

Cohort Undergraduate 

major 

Dana Female 24 White/Not 

Hispanic 

Administrative 

assistant  

2 yr. Religion  

Skye Male 43 White/Not 

Hispanic 

Advertising 

executive  

1 yr. Political 

Science  

Ali Female 23 American 

Indian/ 

Hispanic 

.5-year substitute 1 yr. Social work 

 

Course Overview 

All participants were elementary preservice teachers taking a methods course in 

language arts as part of an elementary education graduate program at Samuel Townsend 

University (pseudonym). The language arts methods course lasted seven weeks, and met 

twice per week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 3:30- 6:00 p.m. The instructor of the 

course, Instructor Blake (pseudonym), is a former co-director of a local National Writing 

Project site and had been teaching Writing Workshop for over 15 years. Detailed 

information about the university, program, course and the instructor are included in 

Chapter 3. 

Each course meeting had one or more of the following components: discussion, 

activity, mini-lesson, “strategy to-go”, and Writing Workshop. The syllabus, included as 

Appendix A, lists the topics covered throughout the course. Many of the course meetings 

included opportunities for preservice teachers to free write or “Turn and Talk” about their 

writing and what they were reading in the course.  

Two of the preservice teachers participating in this study were present for every 

course meeting. Three participants were absent from the course once, and one was absent 

twice. After the first couple weeks, the preservice teachers met with their writing groups 

at every other course meeting to share their writing aloud and receive feedback from their 
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peers; these groups were assigned by Instructor Blake. Instructor Blake used Fletcher and 

Portalupi’s (2001) Writing Workshop: The Essential Guide as the main course text. This 

book is intended for teachers as an introduction to the components of Writing Workshop, 

as well as a brief and practical guide to implementing Writing Workshop in the 

classroom.  

Data Collection 

As described in detail in Chapter 3, I interviewed each of the participants three 

times over the length of the seven-week language arts methods course (i.e. once as early 

as possible at the start of the course, once near the middle of the course, and once at the 

end of the course or immediately after the course had finished) using the 

phenomenological interview series designed by Dolbaere and Schuman (Schuman, 1982). 

I also observed every course meeting — 13 in total — each lasting two and a half hours 

long. In addition, I collected seven pieces of writing from each of my participants. The 

writing pieces included pre- and post-position papers on the connection between writing 

and learning, three reading responses, reflection statements they wrote immediately 

before and after participating in their first writing group, as well as a lesson plan analysis. 

Five out of the six participants also sent me additional writing they had done, including 

annotations of writing they submitted as part of their final portfolio and several daybook 

entries.  

During interviews, I had to make decisions about which follow-up or probing 

questions to ask; many times, I asked follow-up questions about something I had 

observed during the course meetings. During observations, I had to decide how to split 

my time between participants during writing group meetings because my participants 
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were divided into four different groups. There were four scheduled writing group 

meetings, so I remained with each participant’s writing group for one complete meeting.  

Data Analysis 

Once I had collected all of my data, I began transcribing the 18 interviews by 

listening to each interview several times. After all interviews were transcribed, I created 

electronic and hard copy folders for each participant and included all of their interview 

transcripts, field notes, documents (i.e. participants’ own writing) and any memos I had 

written for each participant. If participants sent me documents over email, I widened the 

margins of each document to allow for coding. Then, I read through each participant’s 

case to familiarize myself with each participant’s experience. I considered the analysis of 

individual cases, or each participant's experience, as phase one of the analysis process. 

After reading through each case several times, I began a process of open coding 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). I highlighted lines and handwrote codes in the margins. I 

circled larger passages and used codes to name what those passages were about (e.g., 

“learning to write”, “sharing writing”, “beliefs about writing”). Then, I coded smaller 

sections within those passages using participants’ own words to extract the details of each 

passage (e.g., “red pen”, “finding myself through writing”, “classroom community”) and 

describe how participants felt during those occurrences (e.g., “confident”, “validated”, 

“interesting,” “frustrated”); this resulted in hundreds of different types of codes. At this 

point, I engaged in a constant comparative method of analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to 

further categorize and examine relationships between emerging findings.  

Next, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the data relevant to the first research 

question, I developed analytical questions that helped me organize the data by each 
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aspect of the participants’ learning to teach writing experience. I used codes and 

categories I had identified about participants’ broad experiences (e.g., “learning to write”) 

to write those questions. Examples of the analytic questions included:  

• How do participants describe their experiences learning to write? 

• What positive and negative experiences do they remember? What positive and 

negative experiences involve teachers? 

• Learning to write was __________ 

• What are their reactions to the different aspects of the course (e.g., structure, 

instructor, sharing writing, and writing group) at the start, middle, and end? 

• What are their reactions to their placement? 

• At the end of the course, what does each participant believe about writing?  

• At the end of the course, what are their beliefs about themselves as writers?  

• What did participants learn about teaching writing to elementary students? 

I then created a Word document for each participant with the same analytical 

questions and copy and pasted data from each participant’s case file to answer those 

questions. Once complete, I wrote integrative memos that included responses to those 

questions for each case, ranging from six to 15 single-spaced pages; these memos ended 

up being first drafts of each participant’s case, which are included in the following 

section. I used the Review feature in Microsoft Word to add comments and make notes to 

myself about questions I had or connections to the writing teacher education literature I 

had reviewed. I also created a separate document that I used to track any findings or 

themes that emerged across cases to support my subsequent analyses. Once I felt I was 
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able to fully describe each participant’s experience, I began several different cross-case 

analyses.  

For phase two of the analysis process, I utilized three different matrices to complete a 

cross-case analysis of the findings from research question one: How do elementary 

preservice teachers experience learning to teach writing in a language arts methods 

course where they are asked to engage in a Writing Workshop. The first matrix organized 

the features that impacted participants’ experiences prior to the start of the course; the 

column headings included experiences learning to write, beliefs about writing, beliefs 

about how writing should be taught, and self as writer. I separated each component of the 

course (e.g., placement, instructor, writing group, daybook) and listed those as column 

headings for the second matrix. The third matrix was used to compare the experiences 

and beliefs of preservice teachers at the end of the course. Column headings for the last 

matrix were self as writer after, beliefs about writing after, and course learning about 

teaching writing. See Table 6 on the next page for a portion of the last matrix described.  

The third phase of data analysis was completed to answer my second research question, 

and that process is described in Chapter 5.
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Table 6 

 

Example of Cross- Case Analysis Matrix for Research Question One 

Participant Self as a writer after Beliefs about writing after Course learning about teaching 

Whitney CONFIDENT: Made progress (less 

anxious & more confident) 

“I’m leaving the class enjoying 

writing – a complete 180. I don’t 

mind writing. I never thought I 

could write so good but I did.” 

WRITER: “I definitely feel like 

more of a writer now.”   

 

FUN: “Writing can actually be fun”  

NOT PERFECT: Not every piece of 

writing needs to be polished and go 

through the entire process.  

JUDGE: Wants to be less of a judge 

–“ awareness is first step” 

COMMUNITY: Writing can be used in the classroom as 

a community builder 

OWN IT: “students should not write to please the 

teacher, but rather write for themselves, this will help 

them learn more in the end. You can’t force them!   

FREE WRITING AND CHOICE: “Even though I had a 

very bad experience with free-writing, choice and 

journal writing, I see that as an important part of the 

classroom.” 

T&W RELATION: “I’m more confident as a writer 

which will make me more confident as a writing teacher 

too” 

 

Sylvia  CONT. TO WORK: Wants to 

continue to work on herself as a 

writer. One of her goals for herself 

as a writer “to be as honest as 

possible – more than honest, raw” 

NOT THE SAME: My writing is 

different…It’s not the same 

  

 

FUN: Sees writing less as an 

overwhelming task and more as fun!  

DIF. FOR ALL: Believes that 

writing is really difficult for almost 

everyone – it’s something that 

everyone needs to work at. “It 

doesn’t just come to you…you’re 

not just a writer.” 

JUDGE: “I’m less of a judge… 

before I might’ve been more critical” 

CHOICE: “…it can’t always be choice but 

incorporating part of that choice I think is important”  

PROCESS: Role as a teacher to help students learn their 

writing process 

MODEL & CO-WRITER: “the kids should see me 

writing.” 
OWN IT: “Teach students to trust their first thoughts” 

 T&W RELATION: “As I become more of a writer, I 

will surely gain deeper insight on how to create writers” 

Dana  NO CHANGE: Writing and self as 

a writer has not changed  

Just “get it done”, still writing to-do 

list  

FUN: Writing can be less of a chore 

by making it fun for kids 

JUDGE: “more of a judge” 

 

T& R RELATION: “Teachers must be readers to 

circumvent problems”  

DRAW: “Drawing through writing is a good way to 

build student confidence, drawing is a major form of 

writing. My mindset was that if you can’t spell you 

can’t write and that’s not true” 
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Case Studies 

The next section of this chapter describes the experiences of each participant as 

individual case studies, addressing research question one: How do elementary preservice 

teachers experience learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course where 

they are asked to engage in a Writing Workshop? The cases are organized by the major 

categories that emerged from the inductive coding process for research question one; they 

include pre-course categories (i.e., learning to write and start of course beliefs), 

categories related to experiences during the course (i.e., course experiences, sharing 

writing, and intern placement) and post- course categories (i.e., course learning and 

change in beliefs). Within each case, I provide a brief background about the participant 

then describe her or his experiences learning to write and what her or his beliefs were 

about writing at the start of the course. Each case also includes findings related to how 

she or he experienced the course, primarily the major aspect of sharing writing. Then, I 

discuss her or his reactions to and the influence of the accompanying intern placement. 

Every case ends with the participant’s descriptions of her or his learning from the course 

and any changes in her or his beliefs about writing, teaching writing, and herself or 

himself as a writer.  

Within each narrative below are participant quotations shared during interviews, 

observations or through writing. Participant quotations recorded during interviews are 

included in typical font without distinction, but quotations taken from participant writing 

is indicated as such with italics. I specify quotations captured during observations in the 

body of the text. The cases below are presented in order of when the participant joined 

the study. 
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Whitney 

Whitney is a 23-year-old petite female from the Southwest. Whitney was the only 

participant in the study who moved to the mid-Atlantic region to attend graduate school 

at Samuel Townsend University. She was also one of the youngest students in the cohort. 

Whitney’s short stature made her seem even younger than she was, and she often 

commented about how she was not much taller than the students in her internship 

placement class.  

Whitney began the elementary education program at Samuel Townsend 

University the fall after graduating from her undergraduate program. Being a teacher was 

not Whitney’s first career choice; she wanted to be a dancer and went to an arts-focused 

high school, but she chose to focus on education as a second choice after being told she 

did not have the “right body to be a dancer.” Whitney majored in educational psychology 

because her liberal arts Methodist college did not offer a certificate program in 

elementary education for undergraduates. Being a psychology major so recently, Whitney 

remembered the difficulty of recruiting participants for research; this is why she decided 

to participate in my study.  

Whitney chose the program at Samuel Townsend because the director of the 

program made her feel like it was the “right fit” for her. It was obvious throughout my 

observations of Whitney that she wanted to be liked and reassured often. Whitney also 

mentioned on several occasions that she battled with anxiety and obsessive-compulsive 

disorder.  
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Table 7 below summarizes the most salient findings in each of the seven 

categories — learning to write, start of course beliefs, course experiences, sharing 

writing, intern placement, course learning and change in beliefs — for Whitney.    

Table 7 

 

Summary of Findings for Whitney 

Category Whitney 

Learning to 

write 
• Mostly negative experiences (e.g., choosing topics and sharing 

writing in grade school) and believed she was not a good writer  

• “Devastated” by red marks and “never truly knew how to fix 

the problems” 

• Writing in school was about grammar, “hated writing in lower 

school”   

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Self as writer: “hate writing”, “nothing worthwhile to write”, 

“not completely confident”, and “a writer with low confidence” 

• Is a judge: “I lose ideas because I’m too worried about 

mechanics”   

Course 

experiences 
• Overall satisfaction with the course; “I love going to that 

course”  

• Appreciated being taught in a way she would teach students  

• “You can make the class your own, and I think that’s why we 

enjoy it so much.” 

Sharing 

writing 
• Fearful in the beginning because of prior experiences 

• “Nervous” about giving feedback; “…I do not know what I am 

talking about, or will take constructive criticisms to heart” 

• Sharing in author’s chair increased confidence  

Intern 

placement 
• Frustrated by the mismatch between what she was learning and 

seeing in her placement, but this helped confirm what she did 

not want to do as a teacher 

Course 

learning 
• “Even though I had a very bad experience with free writing, 

choice and journal writing, I see that as an important part of the 

classroom.” 

• Positive community and safe space; will need to reign in inner 

judge 

• Model for students using daybook, but students should write for 

themselves  

Change in 

beliefs  
• “I definitely feel like more of a writer now”; “I really feel 

there’s a complete 180…. I never would’ve thought I could 

write stuff that was so robust and good, but I did.”   

• “Writing can actually be fun.” 
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 Learning to write. Whitney attended all-girl private elementary and middle 

schools. A sense of belonging and fitting in with wealthy peers was closely tied to 

Whitney’s early impressions of herself as a writer. While she remembered some positive 

experiences learning to write in the primary grades, Whitney recalled mostly negative 

writing experiences after third grade. Despite Whitney saying the writing she did in lower 

school was “all about grammar”, Whitney did share quite a few memories about other 

types of writing exercises. In fourth grade, Whitney’s teacher was allowing her students 

to choose their own topics and write about their own experiences; sharing this type of 

writing made Whitney feel like an outsider. She said,  

I was never good enough for any of my [classmates’] groups. So, I just felt like I 

didn’t belong. Therefore, when we were writing about our experiences… I guess I 

didn’t like writing about that anymore because my experiences weren’t up to par 

with them, so I didn’t enjoy writing anymore.  

Throughout middle school, Whitney heard from her teachers, her peers, and her 

father that she was not a good writer. At one point, her teachers believed she had a 

learning disability. Whitney described what transpired:  

In middle school, I did not like writing. I did not do well on my essays and my 

teachers thought that I might have, like, learning differences with comprehension. 

So, they tested me and found out I did not have any learning differences. So, my 

parents decided that private school was not a good place for me because I did not 

enjoy learning. I felt like I was really dumb and stupid. 

Whitney also shared that she was asked to take a summer remedial writing course after 

eighth grade, but that she exceeded all expectations of the course and found it “boring”.  
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Whitney reported being “devastated” that her teachers marked up her writing 

journals with red marks, and that she “never truly knew how to fix the problems.” 

Whitney also vividly remembered her father — while trying to help her with a book 

report — marking up her paper with red pen.  

I had my dad proofread it, and I got it back and there were just red marks all over 

the paper, and I remember I just started crying. I thought, "How am I going to get 

through high school?" I just remember thinking that people will be saying I don’t 

know how to form a sentence.  

During an exchange with her classmates, Whitney shared her early writing experiences 

and her dislike for writing. I observed as Whitney told them:  

School was horrible. [My teachers] judged my work very critically, and I hated 

writing and thought that I was stupid. So, even though English was very 

interesting to me and I loved reading, I stopped taking English courses and didn’t 

even want to write. 

Whitney continued to discuss her negative learning-to-write experiences with me during 

our second interview, and nicknamed her school experience “writing defeat-shop”. 

Start of course beliefs. Most of the beliefs Whitney shared at the start of the 

course were about herself as a writer. In fact, every time Whitney was describing her 

attitudes towards writing or perception of herself as a writer in papers submitted for the 

course, she did so negatively using phrases like, “hate writing”, “nothing worthwhile to 

write”, “not completely confident”, and “a writer with low confidence.” Whitney 

believed she was not a good writer and was very insecure about her writing.  
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In our interviews, Whitney talked about how she struggled with allowing herself 

to write freely because she was always striving for perfection the first time through. 

Using the writing energies or characters she learned about in the article Madman, 

Architect, Carpenter, Judge: Roles and the Writing Process (Flowers, 1981), Whitney 

also described her inner struggle for perfection in her writing: “I still to this day allow the 

judge to take over and jail the madman… I find that I lose ideas because I’m too worried 

about the mechanics.” Whitney often shared with me and her peers how she constantly 

evaluated her own writing and how she believed those behaviors were cultivated by her 

teachers. 

Course experiences. Whitney felt that one of the most powerful aspects of the 

course was the way Instructor Blake structured the course. Whitney appreciated being 

taught “in a way that [she would] be teaching students — to know what it feels like to do 

that as students, too.” Whitney also remarked that she was finding some of the teaching 

strategies in her course book and choice book helpful to her as a writer. 

Sharing writing. Sharing her writing with her peers was the most challenging 

aspect of the course for Whitney. She was fearful of this because of her experiences 

sharing writing as an elementary student. Whitney was also a self-proclaimed 

perfectionist and this made it difficult for her to share her in-progress writing with her 

peers. In the writing she did prior to her first meeting with her writing group, Whitney 

shared her anxiety about the process and wrote about her “need to be right”. In the piece, 

she gave herself some reassuring self-talk with reminders to “not worry about it so 

much.”  
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Whitney was not only worried about sharing her writing with her peers, but she 

was also concerned that the feedback she would offer her colleagues would not be 

accurate or that it would make her peers dislike her. She wrote,  

I get nervous when providing feedback of any kind or ideas to others. I always 

worry that someone will not like what I say, will think I do not know what I am 

talking about, or will take constructive criticisms to heart. So, I usually make 

obvious comments that are not backed up with real feeling. I never truly dive into 

the material because I fear what others will think. I need to stop that!  

Whitney felt strongly about wanting her classmates’ and teachers’ approval. 

By our second interview, Whitney had shared her writing in several different 

ways during the course; this was the first topic she wanted to discuss during our second 

interview. She described how she got up the courage to share her writing with the entire 

class by taking part in a sharing strategy called Author’s Chair. Whitney intended to 

share her piece in Author’s Chair during the first time it was introduced to the class, but 

she was overcome with fear. She described how she felt: 

I felt like my heart was going to pop out of my body because it was beating so fast 

—  I’ve never experienced anything like that before. I didn’t raise my hand on 

Thursday…I thought, I’m gonna get my confidence up and do this, make myself 

do it next week. So, all weekend, I kept telling myself, "I’m gonna raise my hand 

and I’m gonna read it." 

Sharing her writing piece in Author’s Chair was a pivotal moment for Whitney. The 

regular opportunities to share and receive feedback from her peers on her writing seemed 
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to help build Whitney’s confidence in her own writing. Whitney continued to take risks 

sharing her writing while she was in the course because she felt safe.  

Intern placement. Halfway into the course, Whitney shared her frustration about 

her placement: “I wish my cooperating teacher did Writing Workshop. I asked her, and 

she doesn’t, but it could totally work. All we’ve done is the hamburger and filling out 

worksheets. I’m not seeing what I’m learning in the classroom.” In addition to an absence 

of Writing Workshop, Whitney felt frustrated about the classroom environment and lack 

of choice offered to students during writing time. She said,  

Some of [the students] just sit there and don’t do anything. They will spend 

twenty minutes talking to me about their writing and then when I say, "Okay, go 

fill out your hamburger," they just sit there. So that is probably my biggest 

takeaway: Let them write about what they want to write about! 

Several times, Whitney arrived to the writing course in tears over her placement. 

As the course progressed, she continued to juxtapose the safe space she was experiencing 

in the course with the hesitancy she observed in her placement students. Later in the 

course, when Whitney described the type of teacher she hoped to be in the future, she 

would mention her placement classroom and use it to describe what she did not want to 

do.  

Course learning. At the very beginning of the course, Whitney shared with me 

how strategies such as allowing students to choose their own writing topics, free writing, 

and sharing writing with peers made her writing life as a student miserable; yet, when I 

asked Whitney how she planned to teach writing in the future, she named the very 

strategies that made her own writing experiences so challenging: “Choice is good. At 



 

 112 

least that’s what we are learning at [university]”. Early in the course, Whitney’s visions 

of what successful teaching looks like were not yet established, and there was a mismatch 

between Whitney’s descriptions of what a good writing teacher does and her own 

experiences. While she was being told these strategies were important, she did not 

understand how the very strategies used by her own K-12 teachers — resulting in poor 

and uncomfortable experiences for her — could have such different results for her own 

students.  

By the end of the course, Whitney still believed that a writing teacher should use 

the strategies she learned about at the beginning of the course. She wrote, “Even though I 

had a very bad experience with free writing, choice and journal writing, I see that as an 

important part of the classroom.” Whitney came to the realization that using those 

strategies alone was not enough for students to progress as writers. When I asked 

Whitney to describe her major learning from the course, she described a student-centered 

approach and community with emotional and intellectual safety, much different than her 

own experiences learning to write. In fact, her major learning from the course was that 

the writing community should be a safe space: “a positive community where everyone 

feels that they can share their writing, even if it is different than the person they are 

sitting next to.” Whitney believed she could establish a safe writing environment for her 

students by reigning in her inner judge. She discussed how she was starting to make that 

change by refraining from correcting every error the students in her placement made. In 

addition, Whitney planned to model and share writing for her future students just as 

Instructor Blake did. She noted: 
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Seeing that Instructor [Blake] wrote when we did, and that she was willing to share 

her writing made me want to write and share as well…Even as an adult, I look to my 

teacher as a model, young students will definitely find their teacher’s writing to be 

impactful as well. 

Whitney believed that modeling using a daybook and writing regularly with her students 

would show them how she was “in it with [them].” 

Change in beliefs. Midway through the course, Whitney described how her feelings 

towards writing were changing:  

I like to do [writing] more, and I definitely feel like more of a writer now.…Yeah, the 

last time we met I was starting to think it was more therapeutic than a chore…sitting 

down to write for class is not a chore, and revising, it’s really odd, I’m enjoying it. 

The more Whitney wrote and shared her writing, the more she thought it was a gratifying 

experience. By the end of the course, Whitney described — in her own writing several 

times and in an interview with me — how this experience helped change her perception 

of herself as a writer, mostly by boosting her confidence in her writing. She also reported 

decreased anxiety levels when sitting down to write or share her writing with her 

classmates. She shared with me:  

I really feel there’s a complete 180 from when I went in to the class until now 

leaving. I do not mind sitting down to write anymore, and I never would’ve thought I 

could write stuff that was so robust and good, but I did.  

Whitney also associated her new confidence in her ability to write with her ability to 

achieve success as a teacher of writing.  
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Sylvia 

 Sylvia was 24-years-old at the time of data collection and grew up in the suburbs 

of West Virginia. It was an experience as a camp counselor for homeless children who 

were bused from a nearby inner city that propelled Sylvia into the field of education. 

During our first interview, she recalled her disbelief that children who had so little lived 

so close by: 

 I had no idea that anything like that was less than an hour from my house. And to    

 know that that’s the everyday situation of kids and they couldn’t enjoy the games 

 we played because they couldn’t read and write in second and third grade.   

 The following year, Sylvia attended a large public university in a neighboring 

state, and began her undergraduate work as an Early Childhood major. However, she 

described her immediate disappointment with this choice during our first interview 

together: “My whole freshman year everyone was learning about philosophy and big 

ideas, and I was just cutting things out. My friends were all jealous, but I was not happy 

about it, so I switched and became an English major.” Sylvia was looking for an 

intellectual challenge during her freshman year in school while most students were 

relishing their new freedom. I learned quickly that Sylvia was very reflective; she would 

sometimes begin responses to my questions with statements such as, “I’ve been thinking 

a lot about this too recently.” 

Sylvia’s teaching experience did not begin with this program. As part of an 

alternative teacher preparation program, Sylvia taught for a year in an inner-city middle 

school while simultaneously taking English education courses. Even though Sylvia was a 

teacher for one year prior to beginning this program, she completed the pre-study 
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questionnaire explaining that she did not teach at the elementary level, nor did she teach 

any particular writing program or Writing Workshop. Sylvia did not have any experience 

teaching elementary students or with Writing Workshop, so I included her in the study.  

 Sylvia shared that she cried every day of her first year of teaching; her 

administrators and the partner program seemed absent from her learning, and she had no 

formal or informal mentoring during the process. Sylvia felt alone and did not quite 

understand what she was supposed to be doing as a teacher. She shared with me: 

Every day was an experiment. I had to work really hard to set it up, and 

sometimes it wouldn’t work – I honestly could never even tell if it was working. I 

would think to myself, "they aren’t going to get where they need to be if I am just 

guessing at what will make them grow." 

Sylvia left teaching after one year and went to intern as a paralegal. During that year, she 

desperately missed teaching and decided that she wanted a “formal teaching 

background,” with opportunities to learn from experienced teachers and courses that 

provided strategies for students at various developmental levels. Table 8 lists findings in 

each of the seven categories for Sylvia.    

Table 8 

 

Summary of Findings for Sylvia 

Category Sylvia 

Learning to 

write 
• Mostly positive or neutral memories about learning to write 

• Wrote in a journal at home, and writing was a part of her daily 

life  

• Writing in school consisted of grammar and worksheets  

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Writing is “stressful but fulfilling”, but felt “pretty good” 

about writing ability  

• Always thinking about audience  

Course 

experiences 
• Wanted to know about how to reach students – Often 

questioned, ‘Is [Writing Workshop] really possible?’  
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Category Sylvia 

• Thought instructor was “amazing and honest”  

• Enjoyed the course and in-class writing once she was able to 

relax 

Sharing 

writing 
• Nervous at first, and said she was “prematurely defensive” 

• Questions how student writing groups would work. 

• Wondered if “niceness [of group was] just a formality” 

Intern 

placement 
• Did not believe cooperating teacher was “doing Writing 

Workshop”, but had the opportunity to try out different 

strategies 

• Practiced writing with students, but was concerned about 

enacting that as a teacher  

Course 

learning 
• Wanted students to value writing the way she did  

• Create a risk-free learning environment  

• “Teaching writing means something different than when I 

started the course…. less of a judge” 

Change in 

beliefs  
• Less concerned with perfect writing  

• “Writing is a daunting task for almost everyone.” 

 

Learning to write. Sylvia had relatively little to say about her experiences 

learning to write, and nothing substantial stood out for Sylvia when she was discussing 

her writing history. In fact, Sylvia did not really “remember a lot of writing at all” in 

school. What she did remember of her elementary writing experiences included grammar 

activities in a workbook, but she “never dreaded writing.” Although she remembered 

winning a writing award in first grade and attending a writing course where she met 

college professors, she could not remember doing any creative writing in school. Most of 

Sylvia’s K-12 writing experiences were either neutral or positive. Sylvia kept a journal at 

home and she wrote in it regularly until high school; for the most part, the at-home 

writing encompassed Sylvia’s positive experiences with writing. Writing began to 

dissatisfy Sylvia when her social life took precedence and she felt her writing became 

“inauthentic.” 
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Start of course beliefs. Despite Sylvia’s positive experiences learning to write, 

she was still tough on herself as a writer. Sylvia had high expectations for her writing and 

she described writing as “daunting” and “overwhelming” in the beginning of the course. 

Although she did not share much about her writing history, it was clear that Sylvia 

thought deeply about who she was as a writer. Sylvia explained in depth during our first 

interview how the reader’s perception was always at the forefront for her during the 

writing process:  

I’m always thinking about audience. I feel like I wanted to write about my life and 

reach others in a way they could relate to. That’s what I like about reading: you 

read something that you have thought about a million times in your life, but 

somebody said it in the way that you’ve always wanted to say it, and that’s what 

writing is for me… making human experiences the way that people experience 

them. So that’s what I want to do in my writing. 

It was important to Sylvia that writing sound natural and not be “forced.” Sylvia was 

sometimes concerned the reflective writing she did for the elementary education program 

came across as “generic and boring”, and that upset her.  

Course experiences. Unlike my other participants, Sylvia rarely discussed how 

the in-course writing activities were beneficial for her as a writer. Sylvia saw these 

activities through the eyes of her future students only. For example, Sylvia immediately 

saw the regular writing exercises in the course as a way to ease students into the writing 

process. Also, Sylvia planned to figure out how Instructor Blake could make writing an 

activity it seemed like all the students in her class desired to do. Whereas other 

participants wanted to reflect on how Instructor Blake’s writing strategies helped them 
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grow as writers, Sylvia wanted to discuss how she would present the activities as a 

writing teacher in order to meet the varying ability levels of her future students. 

Sharing writing. Sylvia was hesitant about the writing group at first, primarily 

because she never valued the peer-editing process as a student. However, similar to the 

other course activities, Sylvia did understand the potential for using her experience to 

better understand how the process might work with her own students. Most importantly, 

she was interested in figuring out how students who were not strong writers would know 

how to evaluate their peers’ writing, and she thought this group was an opportunity to 

learn more about that. As the course went on, Sylvia shared that the writing group was a 

“positive” experience, even though she was still skeptical that the “niceness [was] just a 

formality.”  

Intern placement. Sylvia compared the workshop model she was learning about 

in the course with what she was observing in her placement class. And, while she 

believed her cooperating teacher was a fine teacher, she did not think the class was 

structured as a Writing Workshop even though her cooperating teacher claimed to be 

“doing” Writing Workshop. Regardless of the method her cooperating teacher was using, 

Sylvia was provided time and space to try out some of the Writing Workshop mini-

lessons she was learning in the course. She also tried to sit down with her students while 

they were writing and she believed this was improving their writing. Sylvia told me 

during our interview,  

You have to say, "I write too." That’s one thing I’ve done with them that my 

[cooperating] teacher doesn’t do. She’ll say, "can you sit with these kids and help 

them write" and I think, "Okay, what does that mean …help them write?" So, I sit 
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there and I write with them. That’s one thing I’ve learned in the class: if I’m 

writing but I’m not really telling them what to do but they see me do it, it really 

does work.  

Once she saw how positively the students responded, Sylvia was eager to continue to 

practice her learning in her placement.   

Course learning. When Sylvia started the course, I asked her about her approach 

to teaching writing when she was a middle school teacher; her response was that “___ 

city schools does not teach writing.” Not only did Sylvia teach very little writing in her 

middle-school teaching position several years before, Sylvia also realized, while taking 

this course, that she had been using writing as a punishment for her students. She 

admitted,  

I did something terrible and I didn’t even think about the ramifications of it. Like, 

whenever a kid would get in trouble, I would call home. So, I would stop class — 

I didn’t know how else to do it — and I’d have them copy something a whole 

bunch of times. I did that so they would all be copying while I was calling home. I 

needed time to take care of the problem, but I think it turned writing into a bad 

thing. There were some kids that actually liked that. They were like, "I wrote this 

65 times." And they were proud of it because they wrote it that many times. It 

gave me an insight into the fact that they wanted to be successful at something, 

and I didn’t know how to do that for them.  

Throughout my conversations with Sylvia, it was clear that she was determined to learn 

how to be a better teacher, especially in writing, and give her future students the tools 

they would need to be strong writers. Sylvia placed a tremendous importance on writing, 
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and she wanted her future students to understand how powerful writing could be. As a 

student, she valued how eloquent writing could be appreciated by a reader, and she 

wanted her students to aspire to be “part of that [writing and reading] cycle.”   

Most of the data I collected on Sylvia’s experience were about her development 

as a writing teacher. In particular, Sylvia wanted to know how exactly to reach 

disadvantaged students who do not have a literacy-friendly home: “I’m at a good [intern 

placement] school right now, but if you aren’t reading and writing at home, I don’t know 

how it happens because that’s how it happened for me.” Sylvia constantly questioned 

how a teacher would implement the writing process and workshop model with struggling 

students. This questioning was less about being skeptical and more about truly wanting to 

help her future students.  

Sylvia was not shy about speaking up during class to ask Instructor Blake or her 

classmates questions about the strategies she was learning. For example, during one 

course meeting, Sylvia was participating in a Turn and Talk with a classmate and she 

shared her understandings about reluctant writers; she said, “I feel like if you keep 

encouraging them, they may not write, but they’ll want to write.” Sylvia then stopped 

herself, as if she knew she was not going to get the answer from her peer and needed to 

ask Instructor Blake. “Wait!”, she said aloud in Instructor Blake’s direction, “What if 

they don’t want to write?” Sylvia often asked me similar questions during our interviews.  

By the end of the course, Sylvia’s goal for her students as writers had not 

changed. It still revolved around “making sure that [her] students under[stood] the 

beauty and power of language.” In addition to conveying the power of writing to her 

students, Sylvia’s philosophy of teaching writing now centered around the idea that for 
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students to be able to do their best writing, they need to be encouraged in an environment 

that allows them to take risks. She explained her ideal teacher – student relationship:  

I want to teach my students that writing can be a place to meet and embrace your 

true self. To do this, I will have to make sure that I am not an outside critic, but 

instead encourage my students to write their first thoughts and trust them.  

One way Sylvia planned to create a risk-free environment was to focus less on 

drilling students in grammar and mechanics. Contrary to her previous experiences as a 

teacher, Sylvia no longer believed that teaching writing simply meant correcting students’ 

grammatical errors. She said, “[Teaching writing] means something different than when I 

started the course. I think I am less of a judge. Before I might’ve been a little bit more 

critical of things”. Another one of Sylvia’s primary takeaways from the course was to be 

a co-writer with her students; although, she still had concerns about how feasible it was to 

write alongside her students daily. It is likely Sylvia had these concerns because she was 

unsupported and without autonomy in her last teaching experience.  

Regardless of how Sylvia planned to fit writing into her daily life, she ultimately 

realized that regular writing and having an appreciation for the writing process was 

crucial to her success as a writing teacher.  

I learned that it is important for me to be a writer because you can’t really convey 

that love or importance of writing if you don’t understand why it’s important or a 

good thing for you… I guess if I don’t feel that then I don’t think that I can teach 

that. Ya know? 
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This perception was also displayed in her choice book writing response when she wrote, 

“As I become more of a writer, I will surely gain deeper insight on how to create writers 

in my elementary school classroom.”  

Change in beliefs. Near the end of the course, Sylvia felt less isolated in her 

struggles with writing. She was more relaxed about her own writing and less concerned 

with “perfect” writing overall. While she did not change her opinions about the 

importance of writing, she did recognize that “writing is a daunting task for almost 

everyone.” Sylvia echoed that statement during our last interview and she described a 

new perspective about the difficulty of writing: “Another thing I’ve learned is that, like, it 

is hard for a lot of people to write. It’s not just, like, it doesn’t just come to you, you’re 

not just a writer.” Sylvia left the course feeling invigorated by her new attitudes toward 

writing and enthusiastic about her potential as a writing teacher. She exclaimed, “I think 

it has made me calmer and excited about something that I haven’t been in a while. Seeing 

the instructor, knowing it’s possible — the things I love can turn into a meaningful career 

— I’m excited about that.”  

Kay 

Kay is a petite and spirited woman who was in her late forties at the time of data 

collection. She and her husband were raising their two kids in the metropolitan area. For 

Kay, it was important to participate in this study because she had strong beliefs about the 

power of reading and writing. When Kay and I met for our first interview, I asked her — 

as I had asked all of the other participants — why she decided to become an elementary 

school teacher. Kay’s response to this question lasted about fifteen minutes, but began 

with, “I don’t know that I want to be an elementary school teacher; that’s not why I’m 
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here. I’m here because I believe teaching reading and writing are among the most 

important and positive things I can do to address inequality.” At this point in the study, 

Kay was not sure she wanted to be a teacher, even though she was enrolled in an 

elementary education program. Kay was, however, very passionate about her belief that 

she was meant to help people write, love to write, and tell their stories through writing. 

Kay discovered this passion through her work as a criminal lawyer, helping her clients 

“collect their stories of their lives and find something that makes them feel life is worth 

fighting for.”  

Kay made the decision to take some time off from her job as a lawyer to be a stay-

at-home-mom when she had children. Once her children were attending elementary 

school, Kay became increasingly involved in volunteering at their schools until she 

decided to take a job as a teaching aide. Kay was able to create her own job description in 

this role and decided that one of her main duties would be to organize several reading 

groups for some of the students in the school. It was the dissolution of these groups that 

encouraged Kay to begin an elementary education program. She told me,  

When it fell apart, I was really disappointed, but it was great at the same time 

because I really wasn’t trained. So, if I was going to be a professional, I decided I 

needed a master’s. I do believe at some level that you can’t do this well without 

learning classroom management.  

Kay enrolled in the program as the first step towards reaching her long-term goal, which 

was “to provide really high-quality support for kids that don’t have parents who read to 

them, to work with those people in the hours where there is nothing but trouble.” A 

summary of the primary findings for Kay are outlined in Table 9 on the following page.  
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Table 9 

 

Summary of Findings for Kay 

Category Kay 

Learning to 

write 
• Felt neutral about writing, sometimes even “liked it” 

• Little memory of learning to write, only that handwriting and 

disorganization were problems  

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Was eager to write about and reflect on her experiences 

• “Stream-of-consciousness writer” 

Course 

experiences 
• Thrilled to learn from Instructor Blake and wanted to follow her 

career path 

• Fascinated by Instructor Blake’s strategies: “It’s like she turns on 

the gas on the stove and I can cook!”    

Sharing 

writing 
• Uncomfortable with participating in writing group at first and 

concerned about her approach to giving and receiving feedback 

• Felt her group did not understand her writing  

• Expected more from the group than what transpired   

Intern 

placement 
• Immediately disappointed with placement because student 

population differed from whom she was expecting to work with 

• Disappointment continued because she did not have opportunities 

to teach and school did not implement Writing Workshop 

Course 

learning 
• Was uncertain about her teaching ability because the kind of 

teaching she had learned about in the course was just not 

“feasible or relevant in the high stakes time.”  

• Did not have opportunities to practice teaching: “Can I teach 

them to write? This worries me.”  

Change in 

beliefs  
• Feel the identity of a writer now: “intensely personal 

course…expected it to be more about teaching writing”  

• “Writing doesn’t need to be perfect or done.”  

 

Learning to write. Kay had vague memories about learning to write. In fact, Kay 

did not believe she did much writing in elementary school, and she did not remember 

doing any creative writing. With the exception of a second-grade teacher who submitted 

her story for a contest, Kay’s only other memory of writing in elementary school was 

being forced to write right-handed: “I was in third grade; I was made aware that my 

handwriting was a big problem. My teacher said, ‘you can’t write, what is your 

problem?’ and she wanted me to write right-handed and I couldn’t. It was very painful.” 
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Kay brought up her struggle with handwriting to Instructor Blake and her peers during 

course meetings. Students in the course were asked to keep a “daybook”, and Kay 

requested that she be able to do all her writing on the computer because her handwriting 

disrupted her thought process. She used her laptop to take notes during class and emailed 

any in-class writing to Instructor Blake immediately. 

 Despite her traumatic experience with writing in the early grades, Kay shared that 

she felt neutral towards writing and sometimes she even “liked it.” During high school 

and college, Kay wrote regularly in a diary at home as part of a cathartic process.  

Although she majored in English as an undergraduate, she continued to struggle with 

organization and completing writing tasks. She said, “I could never get things in on time. 

I have these images of myself – papers all over the room, cutting, pasting, reorganizing. I 

guess it’s an organizational thing.” Kay often alluded to the fact that disorganization 

continued to be an issue for her.  

Start of course beliefs. When I asked Kay how she felt about herself as writer at 

the time of our first interview, she replied, “In this moment, it’s really great.” Other than 

sharing that she wanted to better understand her writing process through this course, Kay 

had very little to say about herself as a writer. Kay was what she called a “stream-of-

consciousness writer”, and her writing — especially her on-the-spot reaction pieces —

was all in the present tense with little care for sentence structure, grammar, punctuation 

or organization. She also saw her tendency to write lengthy papers for her courses as a 

lack of discipline, not an asset.  
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Kay attributed her recent excitement towards writing to the opportunities she was 

given to learn, write, and reflect throughout the elementary education program, even prior 

to beginning this course. She said,  

I feel like this program is some sort of redemption …no, that’s the wrong word.  I 

think it’s more about making peace with myself. Coming into this program and 

doing all this writing, suddenly, I felt like I could do it. I think that it has to do 

with age and experience — I have all this great experience to attach it to and pull 

together all this knowledge. I have so much to grasp on to. Reflective pieces are 

easy. A couple things I had to write were academic, and I feel more comfortable 

with the material. I feel like I am writing it for myself.  

Kay began the course eager to reflect and write about herself and her experiences.  

Course experiences. Kay was also ecstatic about the opportunity to learn from 

Instructor Blake. According to Kay, Instructor Blake was the model for what Kay 

ultimately wanted to do with her degree. She said, “I can’t believe my luck in having a 

teacher who works in institutions and marries these two passions that I have.” Kay 

commented that it would be ideal for her to also find a position teaching writing to 

incarcerated youth, similar to Instructor Blake.  

Although she had not initially articulated any fear of writing, Kay did say she was 

“freaked out” by writing assignments during our second interview; but, she explained 

how Instructor Blake was able to unleash her writing in surprising ways:  

Every single thing she does — it’s like the flood gates are opening; it’s so freeing. 

I don’t know why that is. I’m guess I’m trying to figure that out because it is 
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exactly what I want to be able to do for kids. She does it. She’s doing for me what 

I want to do for other people. 

Kay was amazed by the power Instructor Blake’s strategies had over her own work, and 

she wanted to emulate that with others. In my observations of Kay, I noted how 

fascinated she was by Instructor Blake’s facilitation of writing activities. Kay even 

commented during one of our interviews, “It’s like she turns on the gas on the stove and I 

can cook!”  Kay seemed bewitched by the instructor’s ability to distract the class from 

any writing anxiety and encourage them to take risks.  

Sharing writing. Prior to her first experience in a writing group, Kay worried 

about what kind of a participant she would be. Kay repeated multiple times in our 

interview and her reflective writing that she does not like to share her writing with her 

peers; she used at least eight different negative phrases to describe her apprehension, 

including “faux cheerleading”, “dominating the conversation”, being “too harsh”, “too 

encouraging”, “too teachery”, “too defensive”, “nervous and uncomfortable”, and her 

“tendency to be a relator.” Kay was also worried about “getting another adult person to 

move to a new place in her writing.” Despite the negative language Kay used to voice her 

concerns about her own behavior, she pointed out that she was “excited” about 

participating in the group and had high expectations for the group. She hoped it “might be 

one of those Ah-ha experiences that changes each member as writers and people in 

unexpected ways.” Immediately after the first writing group, Kay reflected that it was 

both “powerful” and “painful.”  

 Kay’s writing group was the most emotionally charged of any group I observed. 

Each writing piece the group discussed was a member’s recount of a painful personal 
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experience involving death, moving, depression, strained family relationships, or 

mugging. During the group meeting I observed, Kay acted as the facilitator and then was 

the first to offer feedback; in fact, the majority of the feedback came from Kay. Having 

previously upset another member of the group with her feedback, Kay began her 

comments with, “I especially want to be careful with you because I was a blunt 

instrument the last time — not with you, but with [other classmate].” 

After Kay shared her writing, the feedback her peers offered her made it clear 

they did not understand several sections of her realistic fiction story. Kay was polite but 

defended her purposeful omissions and word choice. She told them, “I see that you can’t 

see it…I was trying to write a snapshot.” Kay also discussed her frustration with the 

group’s misunderstanding of her piece during our second interview: “The subtlety of my 

symbolism was lost on the group, just because of the people in the group. They didn’t 

understand what I was getting at.” Kay spent a significant amount of time during our 

second interview analyzing the value of the group’s feedback and the effectiveness of the 

group overall.  

Some of what our group is doing is good and some is too restrictive and shouldn’t 

be there; it’s better as a therapy group than a writing group at this point…. I’m not 

sure my expectations necessarily match the other people’s in the group. 

Although she thought the group was important, it was clear from my observation of her 

group and my interviews with her that the experience did not live up to her expectations. 

Despite Kay’s lack of enthusiasm for the productivity of her own writing group, 

participating in a writing group reinforced Kay’s beliefs about the power that writing and 

sharing writing can have.  
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This person was sharing things she said she’s never shared. I felt like wow this is 

an opportunity for her and this is what writing can do! Viola! This is why you 

teach writing and this is why you have Writing Workshop. This person was 

expressing things she couldn’t express. It’s not really about the writing, it’s about 

her discovering herself and about her changing identity. 

When prompted to describe her learning from the writing group experience, she talked 

about honoring the writer by not being a “judgy teacher” and limiting feedback to 

purposes that only the writer has previously defined.  

Intern placement. Kay expressed her disappointment with her placement 

immediately when we met for our first interview. At this point, Kay had been in her 

placement for five days. Early on, her disappointment was solely because she desired to 

work with struggling, disadvantaged students, and Kay did not believe those students 

existed in her placement school.  

By our second interview, Kay discussed that the writing she observed in the 

school was inauthentic. By this time, her frustration with her placement had grown 

significantly. Kay even commented that what she was seeing in the classroom led her to 

misunderstand “what school is supposed to do or what teaching is supposed to do.” Kay’s 

dissatisfaction with her placement appeared to overshadow the learning Kay did as a 

writing teacher.  

Course learning. Kay had two drastically different experiences during the time 

she was participating in this study.  Her interactions in the course — with her peers, 

readings, and the instructor — facilitated a newfound confidence in her own writing. Yet, 

Kay felt a complete mismatch between the course and her placement, which resulted in 
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Kay being discouraged with the education system and uncertain about how to be a “good 

teacher.” 

At the end of the course, when I asked Kay to describe what she learned about 

teaching writing to students, she repeated “I don’t know” many times and ended her 

response to my question by saying, “I guess I am confused at this point about what 

writer’s workshop is for and about what teaching is for frankly.” Kay initially described 

how important it was to write with her students and be a model for them, but because all 

of the writing she observed in her placement school was prescriptive and in preparation 

“for the test”, she was “sad”, “disappointed,” and “worried” that she would not be able to 

teach students to write at all. Kay planned to teach her future students how to do the kind 

of writing that Donald Murray described in the choice book she read for class. In her 

response, she wrote,  

I want students to go to writing to find their ideas, to vent their frustrations, to 

find surprising dreams and solutions and recipes for living. I want them to know 

that if they dare to write for themselves, it will change their life in surprising 

ways. 

Kay hoped her placement students would be awakened by the power of writing, similar to 

her own experiences in the course; yet, she concluded that the kind of teaching she had 

learned about in the course was just not “feasible or relevant in the high stakes time.”  

In fact, much of Kay’s criticism of education was focused on how schools are 

held accountable. Not only did Kay believe that giving any letter or number grade to a 

writing assignment was wrong, but she also believed that teachers should not use rubrics 

to assess writing because they are “not for kids and they are not for teachers; they are for 
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administrators and accountability.” She also shared her opinions about grades during 

class, and I observed her lean over to a classmate during one course meeting to say, “I 

don’t believe in grades. I think numerical stuff is bullshit.” Kay called schools “skill 

factories” and believed the writing she observed in her placement was purely “about 

learning a particular way of thinking explicitly targeted towards being successful on 

interim assessments.”  

Earlier in the course, Kay was eager to learn the best strategies to support 

struggling writers. By the end of the course, Kay was entirely dissatisfied with the 

education system at large. Kay wrote, “I’ve suffered a loss of faith in why I’m here… I am 

not at peace with what is happening to our children in this city.” She was so disappointed 

that she considered returning to the field she was in before having her children:  

I could almost go back to being a lawyer right now and I haven’t felt that way in a 

long time. I wonder if I’m going to get to a place where I’m able to do what I’m 

good at. Because I’m not good at what is valued and significant in teaching today, 

nor am I interested. 

Change in beliefs. This course was important to Kay because she began the 

program, not to be a general education elementary teacher, but specifically to support 

disadvantaged children in becoming better writers. However, Kay ended up learning 

more about herself as a person and writer than she did about teaching writing to future 

students. She told me, “It was intensely personal, which, I didn’t expect it to be personal. 

I didn’t expect it to be self-exploration. I expected it to be more about teaching writing.” 

Instead of learning how to teach children to write, Kay says she learned about “why, who, 

and where [she was].”  
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At the start, Kay did not anticipate the amount of self-discovery she would do 

during the course. For Kay, one of the most powerful experiences was mending a 

relationship with her sister. After writing a piece about her sister, she read it to her aloud 

and commented that the process, “did more for [their] relationship than any of the 

numerous conversations [they’ve] had. There’s the power of writing right there.”  

In the past, Kay was critical of her writing, feeling that it was “never truly 

finished.” Her experiences in the course helped her see that writing does not need to be 

“perfect or done”. Kay had a new appreciation for the power of writing, the writing 

process, and “a new self-respect for [her] writing.” Kay felt the course had “transformed” 

her as a writer, and she ended the course with plans to continue to write regularly, maybe 

even become a professional writer.   

Dana 

Dana, 24 at the time of data collection, is tall and has a bubbly personality. She 

went through most of grade school in American International Schools in India. Her 

parents worked for the Foreign Service and so, as a child, she moved from Pakistan to 

Indonesia to India and never attended grade school in the United States. Dana returned to 

the U.S. to attend a private university where she majored in history and religion. 

Immediately after college, Dana got a job in human resources doing mostly 

administrative tasks.  

Dana’s maternal grandparents were educators, and Dana said her mother also did 

some teaching while they lived in Nepal but “hated it.” Dana made the decision to return 

to school for a master’s degree in education after listening to a friend — who was former 
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graduate of the program — speak positively about the field. Compared to my other 

participants, Dana had very little prior experience with children.  

Dana found an administrative position at Samuel Townsend University full-time 

in order to receive tuition benefits to attend school part-time. She was the only participant 

in the study who was part of the two-year program; she took part-time courses during the 

first year and then joined the cohort the following fall for full-time study.   

Dana was fairly quiet during whole-group instruction, rarely spoke up with 

questions or concerns, and she almost never volunteered to share. I had the least amount 

of data on Dana during my observations of the class as a whole group. She was, however, 

more talkative in partnerships or small groups. I recognized that Dana was extremely 

organized and detail-oriented right away; she was the first participant to schedule an 

interview. Table 10 lists the most salient findings in each of the seven categories for 

Dana.    

Table 10 

 

Summary of Findings for Dana 

Category Dana 

Learning to write • Negative experiences 

• Compared her writing to peers’ writing and was dissatisfied 

with own writing 

• Dreaded sharing writing  

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Writing is a “chore” and struggles with grammar  

• Never thought about herself as a writer  

• Writing is not always going to be fun  

Course 

experiences 
• Found instructor engaging and appreciated concrete strategies  

• Disliked doing in-class writing  

Sharing writing • Was indifferent about participating at first; believed she would 

not find value in the process 

• Felt it was a positive experience because of the group members  

Intern placement • Discouraged because teacher did not implement Writing 

Workshop or do a lot of writing  
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Category Dana 

• Struggled with visualizing how young students would 

participate in Writing Workshop 

Course learning • Writing Workshop is “far-fetched” for primary students, but 

will be “fun for kids”  

• Will be “flying by the seat of her pants” as a writing teacher 

• No point in being a co-writer, but modeling is very important  

• Drawing is a form of writing  

Change in beliefs  • More of a “judge” 

• Reading is more important than writing  

 

Learning to write. Dana had few memories about learning to write. In the 

memories she shared with me, Dana regularly compared her writing to her classmates’. 

Immediately after moving to India, Dana remembered how powerful a peer’s description 

of India seemed, and when she compared it to her own, she was “disappointed” in what 

she had written. Dana also remembered her high school teacher telling the class they 

would not have to share, but then he based participation points on sharing free writing. 

As a result, Dana said she filled with “panic” and “dread” upon hearing about any 

opportunity to share her writing aloud. 

Dana was also dissatisfied with her inability to come up with exciting writing 

ideas or capture her audience with vivid description. In addition to being her own critic, 

Dana remembered a high school teacher also heavily critiquing her writing. She said, 

“My paper was never good, it was always red pen, red pen, this is wrong, this is 

wrong….” Dana did not share a single positive writing memory during our first 

interview, nor did she reference one throughout her writing for the course.  

Start of course beliefs. Dana was clear throughout our interviews that she never 

enjoyed writing and only wrote because she had to; she described writing as a “chore.” 



 

 135 

Dana always kept a journal at home, but she pointed out to me that she used it only as a 

to-do list.  

Dana was a very “self-conscious writer”, mainly because she struggled with 

grammar and spelling. In our first interview, I asked Dana how she felt about herself as a 

writer during grade school, and her reply was that she, “never really thought about 

[her]self as a writer …the whole concept was really new.”  

At the start of the course, Dana commented that if she could learn anything to 

help her future students find pleasure in writing, she would do it. Not only was she open 

to learning the Writing Workshop method in the course, but she also seemed somewhat 

optimistic about changing her own reluctance towards writing when she said, “Who 

knows… maybe this will totally change my way of thinking about writing.”  

Course experiences. Dana was uncertain about what a course in language arts 

would include when she began the course. She said, “I had no idea what to expect. I 

guess I heard language arts and was thinking social studies. I wasn’t expecting writing. I 

was just like, ‘Okay, give me the classes I need to take.’” Even after beginning the 

course, Dana found the instructor engaging, but she still was not clear on what a course 

solely devoted to teaching writing would include. However, she did like that the course 

offered concrete strategies and was less theoretical than other courses she had taken.  

The only part of the course Dana felt was impractical was the in-class writing. 

She thought it was useful for her future students to have time during the day to write, but 

she did not want the instructor to actually make her class waste time doing it. She said, 

I know that is supposed to mimic what she wants us to be teaching our kids, but 

it’s the end of the day and I’m tired, and the last thing I want to do is more work. I 
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really just want to listen to her give me ideas for the classroom, and I want to hear 

those ideas.  

Sharing writing. Prior to participating in the writing group, Dana was 

surprisingly indifferent about the experience, given how she reported feeling “dread” 

about sharing writing in grade school. Similar to the in-class writing, Dana did not 

believe the class would find value in a peer-writing group. “It’s fine,” she said, describing 

how she felt about having to participate. She continued, “My experience with that type of 

thing is that nobody really cares about their peers’ work. I was never really enthusiastic 

about reading a peer’s writing. I don’t think I ever learned anything.” Mostly, Dana saw 

the writing group as a welcome interruption to the typical class schedule.  

Dana was surprisingly vocal during the writing groups, despite her thinking that 

they would not be beneficial. Immediately, in the first session, she offered feedback to all 

of her peers without reservation. Dana also shared with her group that she struggled with 

the writing piece she brought because the endless topic options paralyzed her from doing 

the actual writing; knowing she could write about anything left her overwhelmed and like 

a “blank slate.” In her post-writing group piece, Dana wrote about how confident and 

honest the group was, and that she was now considering revising her piece to include 

their feedback. By the end of the course, Dana thought the writing group was a positive 

experience, and she delighted in learning about the personal lives of her classmates 

through their writing. Dana believed, by luck of the draw, the people selected to be in the 

group were what made it a success.   

Intern placement. Throughout the course, Dana was discouraged by her 

placement because of the absence of writing. Dana told me her cooperating teacher said 
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she was using a Writing Workshop model, but that Dana never saw her “do anything 

writer workshop-ish.” Although, Dana admitted she might not know enough about the 

program and teaching to know if the teacher was, in fact, using a workshop model. She 

said, “They do a lot of pictures, which I guess is a form of writing. They draw a lot, 

maybe that’s something.” By our second interview, Dana was still very confused about 

how to use the strategies she was learning in the course with primary grade students. She 

pondered aloud to me: “We are learning the “heart map” in class, but if they can’t write at 

all, like the first graders I’m with, that’s a real issue.” Dana had trouble picturing how 

young students could participate in Writing Workshop.  

Course Learning. Dana shared strong beliefs about the purpose of writing and 

what students should be expected to do as writers in the beginning of the course. She 

asserted,  

I really do like the Writing Workshop. Um, but I also think that, at a certain point, 

kids do need to sit down and bang out a paragraph here and there. If they want to 

write ‘bla, bla, bla’ or draw pictures, that’s teaching them that writing is fun, but 

writing is not always fun. You’re going to need to sit down and write a paragraph 

at some point. 

Dana was concerned that elementary students would not be able to produce academic 

writing during Writing Workshop.  

She also she thought the model was “a little far-fetched” for elementary students 

and offered too much freedom to be effective with children that age. Dana believed that it 

might work with “disciplined older students” who have foundational writing skills and 
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developed writing stamina. Without hesitation, she shared these concerns with her 

writing group during one of my observations. 

Regardless of Dana’s feelings about writing and Writing Workshop, she assumed 

that she would teach using the Writing Workshop model because it was the only program 

she knew. However, Dana thought that teaching writing was going to be a lot like “flying 

by the seat of her pants” because she did not understand how to encourage writers or 

teach writing to younger students. Dana had low expectations for the kind of writing 

teacher she would be in the future. At the end of our first interview, I asked Dana a 

follow-up question about a comment she made earlier in the interview.  

Dana, earlier in the interview: I’ve always found that the best professors have 

been the ones that truly know and love their subjects and are passionate.  

Lindsey, at the end of the interview: I just want to ask you one follow-up question 

before we go. Earlier, you said that one of the reasons why you think this course 

is going well is because the instructor loves her subject and is passionate about 

writing. I’m curious, given what you’ve said about yourself as a writer, what kind 

of writing teacher do you think you’ll be in the future? 

Dana: [Laughs] I know, I know… I think that as a teacher you can’t be good at 

everything. I mean, if I’m not the best writing teacher then I hope that they have a 

really awesome writing teacher in the next grade. Ya know? You can’t be good at 

everything.  

Dana was not concerned that her students would be missing out by having a teacher who 

was not a good writer or writing teacher. 
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By the middle of the course, Dana’s feelings about writing remained unchanged; 

she said, “Writing is a chore. I don’t find writing relaxing and some people don’t – it’s 

not for everyone and it don’t think we should be pushing it…forcing them to do 

something isn’t going to make them love it anymore.” This opinion seemed to mimic 

Dana’s experiences with writing while she was participating in the course. Dana believed, 

in both cases, there was not a benefit to writing unless it was a response to a specific task, 

like a reading response paragraph. However, Dana believed Writing Workshop would 

likely be more exciting for students than what she experienced because it was less about 

assessment and more about establishing a “fun environment for students to write 

creatively.” 

Dana’s major learning from the course was that “drawing is a form of writing”, 

contrary to her earlier understandings. She said, “This was huge for me. You can’t write 

if you can’t spell correctly, that’s been my mindset, but that’s not true.” Dana also 

appreciated learning about classroom management strategies from her choice book and 

how to support students who are not sure what to write. Dana did not see the point in 

being a co-writer — an integral piece of the instructor’s philosophy for teaching writing 

— although, she did feel modeling strategies for students was important. Dana discussed 

how teachers must be readers so that they can continue to be learners and “circumvent 

problems.”  She did not mention anything about teachers being writers.  

Change in beliefs. By the end of the course, Dana did not believe she changed as 

a writer. Dana hoped she would have more patience as a teacher, but in our last interview 

she discussed how she actually became more of a “judge” through this experience: “I 
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can’t look away from those things. I look at a piece of writing and immediately think, 

these are the five things that are wrong with it…punctuation, capitals, etc.”  

In addition to not changing at all as a writer, Dana continued to have the same 

negative feelings towards writing. Dana did not see how writing could be meaningful for 

herself or her students. She said,  

I still don’t see myself sitting down and writing or being creative, or having my 

own Writing Workshop in real life. I don’t think that’ll ever happen. I mean, I 

have high hopes for my students. [Laughs]. I’ve just never enjoyed writing. I feel 

like there should be a purpose for it all, and I don’t see how writing has a purpose. 

I see how reading has a purpose: you read to become more educated, and you read 

to experience more things. 

Dana associated Writing Workshop with “creative writing”, and she did not believe 

creative writing had a purpose in school. 

Skye  

Skye was 43 years old and raising his family with his wife in a suburb very close 

to the university at the time of data collection. Prior to enrolling at Samuel Townsend, 

Skye was a founding director at an advertising agency. Although he had no previous 

professional experience in education, he said that becoming an elementary school teacher 

was something he had seriously considered doing for over 20 years. Skye held off on 

pursuing this interest until he was financially stable and could be comfortable with the 

“stigma that accompanied being a male elementary school teacher.”  Skye chose the 

program at Samuel Townsend University primarily because of its location and reputation 
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for being more developed than most other programs in the area. He also felt it offered a 

good balance of classes and clinical experience.   

Skye had follow-up questions about the purpose of this study before he agreed to 

participate. He asked specifically about my “hypothesis”, mostly to determine if I would 

be open to unanticipated research results or findings. Skye was very vocal throughout the 

course no matter what the structure or learning model was; he often shared his viewpoints 

on teaching and writing with the group and with me. Skye also did a lot of reflective 

writing about his learning. He typed up lengthy daybook entries and emailed most of 

those entries to me. A summary of the major findings for Skye are included in Table 11 

below. 

Table 11 

 

Summary of Findings for Skye 

Category Skye 

Learning to write • “Learning to write was painful.”  

• Emphasis in school was on product not process 

• Red pen only meant rejection; he never learned from it 

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Has a lot to learn but happy with how far he had come; 

described himself as a “work in progress” 

Course 

experiences 
• Appreciated actionable strategies and opportunities to write 

• Thought Instructor Blake created a safe environment for writing  

Sharing writing • Nervous and excited about participating in a writing group for 

first time 

• Felt he benefitted from peer feedback 

Intern placement • Was able to observe and participate in Writing Workshop  

• Cooperating teacher showed him how and why Writing 

Workshop works 

Course learning • Eliminate writing pressure by creating classroom community  

• Model how to share writing and learn from others  

• Focus on process and less on evaluating products  

Change in beliefs  • Writing as a way to understand yourself  

• Confident writers are better learners 

• “…having a computer or pen, there’s nothing more powerful.” 

• Wanted to teach writing in elementary school 
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Learning to write. Skye remembered learning to write as a “painful and difficult 

process.” He truly “dreaded” writing and the emphasis that his teachers placed on 

product, as opposed to process. Because Skye’s teachers required such little writing of 

him and his peers, every writing exercise came with an immense sense of pressure. While 

all writing was daunting for Skye, coming up with those first few words felt especially 

difficult. “I just remember bring paralyzed and feeling very insecure about were these 

good words or bad words and feeling very uncomfortable.”  

Skye did not believe his teachers supported him through the writing process or 

assuaged his fears towards writing. In the second course meeting, I observed Skye talking 

with a classmate about his experiences learning to write, and how the effects of those 

negative experiences were still impacting him.  

Skye: “[Writing in elementary school] was all about rules, punctuation…I was 

petrified of writing. There were no situations where it wasn’t a big deal.”  

Classmate: “How long did it take to get over it?” 

Skye looks as his watch as if to show he was still waiting to get over it.  

In addition to infrequent writing opportunities leading to pressure situations and 

his inability to start writing pieces, Skye also remembered the “red pen” as a symbol of 

how discouraged he felt upon completing writing tasks. He said, “There was really no 

shared understanding of the what red marks were and how I should think about them; it 

just looked like a bunch of rejection.”  

Even in college, Skye believed that quantity was more important than quality 

when it came to writing. It was a journalism class towards the end of college that helped 

him reframe his thinking about the quantity of writing and realize that “…clarity and 
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crispness were really critical; being able to express what you meant was more important 

than how many words you wrote.”   

Despite his negative experiences with writing, Skye was determined to be a good 

writer as he left college and became a professional. To overcome his paralysis with 

starting a writing piece, he explained he would use revision to “get out the bad to get to 

the good, sometimes two or three times.” Skye did not remember a specific situation or 

person that helped him transform his writing process. Although Skye’s experiences 

learning to write were, at the time, damaging to his confidence as a writer, he had many 

years to gain confidence in himself as a writer.  

Start of course beliefs. At the start of this experience, Skye described himself as 

a “work-in-progress” writer and knew he had a lot to learn in the area of teaching writing. 

Going into the course, Skye felt as though he was “being exposed” by being asked to 

write and share his writing. He compared the experience to “swimming in the deep end”, 

and being excited and vulnerable at the same time. However, Skye was rejuvenated by 

the opportunity to be in school and be a learner again. He felt that people have a “much 

bigger appreciation and value the process of learning when [they]’ve had life experience 

and then return to school.”  

Course experiences. Skye was thrilled that this course offered actionable 

strategies — something he felt was missing from other courses in the program. He also 

appreciated the regular opportunities to write. In addition, Skye felt he was able to 

maintain a learning stance in the course because he understood the direction and purpose. 

Skye was invigorated by the instructor’s passion for writing. He was also extremely 

complimentary of Instructor Blake and the environment she established for her students. 
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In fact, Skye attributed the growth he made personally and professionally to the safe 

learning environment she created.  

Sharing writing. Skye was both nervous and excited about the opportunity to 

participate in a writing group at the start of the course. Prior to their first opportunity to 

share their writing, Instructor Blake reminded the class that they should never start a 

sharing session by apologizing for their writing. The first thing that I observed Skye say 

to his partner when they began sharing their writing was, “this is awful.” Skye also asked 

the group to be “gentle on [him]” and his writing because it was the first time he had ever 

shared his writing like that. Some younger members of the group were stunned to learn 

this was his first time participating in a writing group.  

Although sharing his writing made him nervous, he relished the chance to write 

and share his life experiences. He said,  

I feel like all this sharing is bringing out my inner narcissist. It’s interesting 

because I don’t feel like I’ve had a lot of opportunities to share my experience, 

and I have a lot of experiences that I’ve never been able to put down on paper. 

Skye believed that offering feedback in a writing group was less about an 

understanding of what good writing looks like and more about “a sense of obligation to 

the group.”  As the course went on, Skye valued his experience with the writing group. 

He felt the group members learned to trust one another because they all took a risk and 

wrote about something personal.  

One aspect of the writing group experience that resonated with Skye was the 

different viewpoints the group members brought to a piece of writing: “I get the benefits 

of their experiences and their interpretations, and as a result, they give suggestions that I 
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would’ve never even thought of.” Skye felt the changes he made to his piece, after 

hearing his group’s feedback, were significant. Skye believed that having a group of 

peers focused on and talking about his work was powerful and, done the right way, it 

could be just as positively reinforcing for students. He also thought the writing group 

would be less of a challenge with kids than with adults, simply because kids do not have 

the social baggage or insecurities adults do.   

Skye felt a strong ownership to the group and was often more worried about 

giving his peers feedback than hearing their reactions to his writing. He strived to make 

sure his feedback was “thoughtful and helpful” to the writer.  

Intern placement. Skye had opportunities to observe Writing Workshop in his 

placement during the same semester in which he completed the language arts course. 

Skye said that his cooperating teacher did Writing Workshop once per week, and that he 

was able to watch as students learned how to gather ideas for writing, along with other 

basic tools to help them organize their thoughts. Skye savored the workshop part of the 

school day and even had a chance to lead several Writing Workshop lessons. Skye 

discussed how these opportunities to teach what he was learning in the course gave him a 

chance to become confident in his ability to teach writing.  

Skye shared that watching his cooperating teacher closely helped him understand 

more about why and how Writing Workshop works. He described how having a teaching 

internship placement so closely aligned to the course was key to his success in 

developing as a teacher of writing:   

The class served as the heart and soul and my cooperating teacher served as the 

head. The heart and soul meaning the passion for writing and the writing circle, 
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and then my CT and what she did and showed me the mechanics, kind of the 

rational part of it. That combination, I couldn’t have asked for a better way to 

experience it, and I actually feel badly for those that didn’t get to see it in concert 

…they’re going to miss something. 

Skye appreciated having a holistic learning experience. For Skye, the two experiences 

were only powerful because they happened at the same time.  

Course learning. At the start of the course, Skye made countless connections 

between his own struggles with learning to write and what he was reading in the course. 

He regularly noted how the readings were resonating with him, using phrases like “struck 

a chord” or “had an epiphany.” 

At the same time, Skye was confused about how a teacher would be able to 

individualize instruction during Writing Workshop for elementary-aged students. He 

discussed this dilemma with his classmates during Turn and Talk time and questioned 

Instructor Blake about how a teacher would know his or her Writing Workshop was 

working: “How do you define success for the group in a 30-minute block?”, he asked 

during the course meeting where Instructor Blake introduced the workshop block.  

Skye regularly shared his wonderings about Writing Workshop aloud to the class. 

He had many questions about the capability of elementary students to give and receive 

feedback during writing groups. During one observation, Skye asked the following three 

questions: 1) “How do you model what a student is supposed to do with all this feedback? 

And, this is assuming that the kids in the writing group are giving good feedback.”; 2) 

“How do you model how kids are supposed to know what kinds of feedback to give?”; 3) 

“What if kids are getting conflicting feedback?” Skye believed the teacher should be 
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modeling appropriate feedback for his or her students, but, at this time in the course, he 

was still unsure of what a writing group and writing feedback should look like. Although 

Skye had many uncertainties about the Writing Workshop model at the start, he still 

appeared to “buy in” to the idea. 

By the middle of the course, Skye had several strongly defined ideas about the 

best ways to teach writing and the most important ideas students should learn as writers. 

Skye’s first goal as a teacher of writing was to give his students confidence as writers by 

eliminating any pressure from the writing experience. Skye planned to do this primarily 

by creating a classroom community. During our second interview, I asked Skye whether 

he thought the teacher was responsible for creating the community first, or if a 

community would form by implementing a workshop model. His response was that a 

teacher who was not committed to building community within the classroom would not 

use the Writing Workshop approach. According to Skye, the best teachers of writing 

engender their students to be “honest, authentic, and willing to share.” Skye believed 

Instructor Blake had activated those qualities within their class.  

Skye was also confident the Writing Workshop model would be an effective one 

because “kids learned better from other kids than from adults.” Skye planned to model 

for his students how to embrace their differences through Writing Workshop by sharing 

his own writing and encouraging them to share their writing. He said, “I want to make 

sure that I model the way they should feel — in the sense that there is nothing to be 

ashamed about, but you have to embrace everything about yourself.” 

By the end of the course, Skye had developed his thinking about how to be an 

effective teacher of writing. And, by cultivating a classroom of writers, Skye believed his 
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students would become critical thinkers. Skye regularly mentioned that all parts of the 

course experience played in to his development of what an effective teacher of writing 

looked like. He was able to reflect on his personal experiences learning to write, learn 

from his cooperating teacher, and experience the passion his instructor had for writing. 

He also gained a lot from the assigned articles and his writing group. Skye felt the choice 

book he selected Boy Writers: Reclaiming their Voices (Fletcher, 2006) was highly 

influential because the author discussed how boys — similar to the kind of boy writer he 

was in elementary school —often fall through the cracks and what to do to support them 

in writing. He also noted that Instructor Blake helped him “see writing as not necessarily 

good or bad, but more about a personal journey formulating and expressing ideas.” This 

changed his perspective on the writing process.  

At the end of the course, Skye believed an effective writing teacher was one who had 

passion for writing, modeled often using his or her own writing, and encouraged students 

to use drawing in their writing. Most importantly, Skye believed in creating the right 

atmosphere; he said, “I think the process stuff is not effective if you can’t create the right 

environment.”  

Change in beliefs. Skye stressed that the language arts methods course had an added 

benefit to it that other courses he took in the program did not; he found the opportunity to 

learn to be a better writer “self-gratifying.” Skye now viewed writing as a tool to 

understanding one’s own personal development through reflection and communicating 

feelings with others. He added, “I mean having a computer or pen, there’s nothing more 

powerful.”  
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In addition to the gratification he felt for learning how to be a better writer, Skye 

shared that this “incredible experience” transformed him personally. Primarily, Skye re-

created his understanding of his history as a writer. Skye spent a lot of his reflective 

daybook writing understanding his experience learning to write. He also spent time 

analyzing the shift that happened when he developed his own process for writing through 

high school and college. While Skye is not completely sure how he overcame his writing 

struggles, he believed the article Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge: Roles and the 

Writing Process (Flowers, 1981) gave him a clearer understanding of what happened. 

Skye described how the “judge” ruled his writing as an elementary school student: “I 

would count each completed sentence as if length was a mark of good writing.” He also 

described how his grade-school teachers spent their time cultivating that inner judge.  

After reflecting on his experiences learning to write, Skye shared that he became a 

much better all-around student once he was more comfortable with himself as a writer, 

and this happened in college. It is this self-discovery that lead Skye to conclude in his 

post-position paper that confident writers are “better equipped to learn and more likely to 

experience academic success.” Skye talked at length throughout our last interview about 

the connection between having confidence as a writer and being a successful learner. He 

believed so strongly in this connection that he decided he wanted to teach writing at the 

elementary level. Skye also felt that his empathy for kids who struggle — because of 

what he went through as an elementary student — would help him be successful as a 

teacher of writing.  

Skye shared his complete disbelief at the fact that he had such a shift in his 

mindset towards writing: “God, if you would’ve said 35 years ago to me that I’d be 
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wanting to teach writing — I was 10 — I would’ve thought you were insane. There was 

no way that was ever gonna happen.” Skye left the course with a new appreciation and 

love for writing. Not only did he plan to look for a position as a writing teacher, but he 

also planned to continue the writing group experience by starting a group with some other 

members of his cohort after the class was over.  

Ali  

At the time of data collection, Ali was a 23-year-old female who self-identified as 

Native American and Hispanic. Ali had a large immediate family and was raised in a 

rural community about 45 minutes from the university. When she was taking the course, 

Ali still lived in the town she grew up in and near her immediate family. Ali often shared 

that she felt responsible for protecting her siblings as a child and believed that her 

nurturing personality led her into her undergraduate degree in social work.  

Ali told me in our first interview that she was just “really burnt out” from school 

once she graduated from college, so she decided to “take some time off” before pursuing 

a full-time career in her field. During this time off, she continued to do some substituting 

at the local public school where her mom had been working for the last 15 years. Ali then 

landed a four-month substitute position in the school, and “fell in love with the 

experience.” Teaching was never something that Ali planned to do, but by the end of her 

substituting term she had applied to the elementary education program at Samuel 

Townsend University. This was the only education program she applied to because her 

mentor teacher at the school and several other colleagues had been through the program 

and “raved about it.” 
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Ali participated often during class, mostly sharing her understandings about 

teaching based on her long-term substitute experience. Ali regularly added to the 

instructor’s teaching points with anecdotes about teaching writing during those four 

months. Table 12 lists the primary findings in each of the seven categories for Ali.  

Table 12 

 

Summary of Findings for Ali 

Category Ali 

Learning to write • Clear memory of learning to write, focus in school was on 

quantity not quality  

• Hated writing in elementary, but found comfort writing in 

journal during high school 

• Did not understand how to form ideas in writing or revise 

writing  

Start of course 

beliefs 
• Insecure writer and reported “poor spelling and grammar” 

• Afraid of rereading writing for fear of uncovering errors  

Course 

experiences 
• Found it valuable to be replicating writing activities students 

would participate in 

• Believed Writing Workshop was obvious solution for reluctant 

writers  

Sharing writing • Petrified of sharing writing with peers because of their potential 

“reaction to mechanics” 

• Remained uncomfortable with sharing writing, especially 

because of writing personal content 

Intern placement • Cooperating teacher was a math and science teacher, rarely 

observed writing instruction  

Course learning • Wanted students to write for themselves and have ownership 

over writing  

• Modeling was essential to teaching writing  

• Would implement free writing  

Change in beliefs  • Found free writing to be relaxing  

• Good writers revise writing  

• “…writing is a process that is incredibly personal. The writer 

chooses what steps to take.” 

 

Learning to write. Ali had a very detailed memory of her writing experiences in 

grade school. While learning to write, Ali remembered feeling stressed while completing 
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handwriting worksheets and tracing letters. She “never really enjoyed the process of 

writing; it was the worst,” she said. Ali recalled regularly missing out on activities 

because she could not accomplish the quantity of writing required. She stated that the 

focus of writing in elementary school was always on the amount, rather than the content. 

Ali believed she had such vivid memories about writing in the primary grades because 

she despised it so much.   

In the upper elementary grades, Ali viewed writing as a task that needed to be 

completed. Ali was expected to take notes in class and write responses to reading. She 

did not remember being taught how to formulate ideas, translate her thoughts and 

opinions to writing, or string sentences into paragraphs. She said, “It was more, ‘go write 

this’ and we had to automatically know what to write; it was hard.” Ali laughed in our 

first interview when she thought about revising and editing: “I always just thought it 

meant to check for periods and capitals. I never knew what revising was — it was 

revising and editing, all one-step. Then, a final copy, which was always in cursive.”     

In seventh grade, Ali remembered her teacher preparing them for high school and 

college by requiring them to do a lot of speech writing. Through these speech-writing 

activities, Ali realized she wrote the way she spoke to her friends. This was never a 

problem for a reflective piece of writing, but it became an issue when she had to do an 

academic piece of writing that needed to be turned in for a grade.  

Ali’s attitudes towards writing seemed to change frequently: it was a volatile 

relationship that depended mostly on the types of writing tasks assigned. While she 

despised writing in elementary school, Ali explained how she found pleasure through 

writing in high school. It was during this time that Ali’s parents separated and she found 
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comfort in writing in a journal. Ali came to the conclusion during this course that, 

because she was doing more writing in her journal at home, she was building her writing 

stamina; thus, writing in school became easier.   

At the end of high school, Ali had a teacher — whom she trusted completely — 

encourage her to write about her personal life in a journal during the school day. Ali felt 

safe in this high school class and wrote her opinions about what were controversial topics 

in her small conservative town. She felt this teacher supported students in seeing the 

value of connecting their writing to their lives at the moment. In high school, Ali started 

to make distinctions between writing “for herself” and academic writing she needed to 

submit for a grade. 

Start of course beliefs. At the start of the course, Ali was an insecure writer who 

doubted her writing often. She admitted, “If I have to write a paper or essay, I question it 

the entire time. It’s horrible. I’m all over the place.” Ali did not reread her papers before 

submitting them because she was afraid of her own negative self-talk. Ali often sounded 

defeated in our interviews when we discussed her opinions of herself as a writer. She 

talked about comparing herself to her peers and feeling as though someone would always 

be able to write better than she could. She also described herself as a perfectionist, and, 

because of this, she would often abandon her work immediately after completing a first 

draft. Ali was petrified of uncovering how much editing her work would need because of 

her “poor spelling and grammar skills.”  

Course experiences. In our first interview, Ali and I talked about what she 

thought the course would be about prior to starting the course: she imagined there would 

be nothing but grammar and writing mechanics. She said, “I was dreading it because I 
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suck at writing! But, it turned out to be completely different than what I thought it would 

be.” By our second interview, Ali felt the most valuable aspect of the course was the 

opportunity to go through the exact same experiences — the writing process — as her 

future students. She believed replicating the process would give her a deeper 

understanding of her students’ potential fears associated with writing. Right away, Ali 

thought the writing process and the Writing Workshop structure were obvious solutions 

to any students’ struggles with writing. “Why didn’t my teachers do this? They should’ve 

known. It’s made me a lot more comfortable. Before, I would never want to go near 

language arts. Now, I feel like I can do this.” In our last interview, Ali shared how the 

course turned out much better than she anticipated it to be. Ali also reported her comfort 

level with teaching writing increased, partly because she could identify more with her 

students after going through the writing process. 

Sharing writing. Sharing her writing with her peers was the most difficult aspect 

of the course for Ali. When the instructor told the class they would be sharing writing and 

participating in a writing group, Ali looked stunned and grabbed the hand of a classmate 

sitting next to her. I asked her about her reaction in our first interview. She replied,  

Oh my God! I almost peed my pants. I feel like it’s one thing giving a paper to a 

professor for a grade because I know what they expect of me. And, that’s why I 

like clear guidelines. But, these are now my peers, which freaks me out a lot!  

Ali cared very much about how her classmates perceived her; during those first few class 

meetings she often created a confident image of herself as a teacher and writer. Ali was 

concerned that if her classmates were exposed to her writing, their perception of her 

would change. When I probed Ali more about why she was reluctant to share her writing 
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—asking if it had to do with the personal content of her writing — Ali divulged that it 

was because of her poor writing skills:  

It’s more about the reaction to the mechanics, like, "oh, this person is a blubbering 

idiot." I could write my life story and it wouldn’t matter that you now know 

everything about me, it’s more your opinion on my skills as a writer; that terrifies 

me. That I’m not strong in that when I feel like I should be. I’ve done it my entire 

life.  

Ali repeated her fear about sharing her writing in several writing assignments 

submitted to the instructor. In her written response to a chapter in Writing to be Read 

(Macrorie, 1986) about sharing writing in a group or a “helping circle” (p. 77), Ali wrote, 

“I absolutely hate showing people my writing. Not because I’m ashamed of what I write, 

but because I am terrified that their opinion of me will change because of the way that I 

write.” When the class was instructed to write an assessment of how they were feeling 

prior to participating in a writing group, Ali, again, shared how terrified she was. Ali 

wrote that she was so nervous about the writing group, she needed to take anti-anxiety 

medication in order to sleep the night before. It was clear that, for Ali, it was more than 

just pre-sharing jitters.  

When I observed Ali’s writing group, she was the first to share. Ali shared a poem 

about how she was at “a breaking point” and needed someone to support her because she 

felt she had lost herself in the process of supporting others. Immediately after Ali read her 

poem aloud, her group members began giving her suggestions for the piece, primarily 

suggesting she move certain lines around. Ali listened to their feedback and used her 

pencil to cross out lines here and there on the page. As the group continued to question 
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Ali and make suggestions for her piece, Ali offered simple replies with a cracked voice. 

As most of the group stayed focused on her writing, one group member stopped to 

acknowledge the deep emotional content of the piece and that Ali was crying.   

Group member: “I think she wants the best part of herself back.” 

Ali, crying harder at this point: “I think what’s so hard is that, in general, I don’t 

like myself as a person and that’s why I think the best pieces of me are gone. And, 

I wish I knew…I really hope I’m wrong and that’s what scares me.” 

The tone changed at this point, and the group took to reassuring Ali, telling her she was 

“unbelievable” and talented.  

In our second interview, Ali continued to lament about her discomfort with 

sharing writing and admitted that she even contemplated dropping the program because 

of this course requirement. Terrified of participating in her next writing group, she got 

emotional with tears in her eyes when we discussed it. Ali believed she was a better 

speaker than writer. She had not shared her writing since elementary school, but she 

wanted to impress her peers. She also explained how she was “finding [her]self through 

this writing piece” and it was the first time she opened up about these feelings to anyone 

outside of her immediate family.  

Intern placement. Because Ali spoke so little about her cooperating teacher, it 

was not until our second interview that I realized that Ali’s placement was with a fourth-

grade team teacher who taught math and social studies. With regard to writing 

instruction, Ali only observed students writing about main ideas related to social studies 

content. She described just one opportunity to practice what she was learning in the 

course in her placement when she taught a “heart map” lesson, modeling for students 
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how gather ideas for writing from “what is in your heart.” Ali reported all the students 

tried the exercise after she modeled it, and she was pleasantly surprised weeks later when 

she saw a few students writing from their “heart maps” in their notebooks after finishing 

a test. Ali shared her amazement that such a simple lesson could spark students’ interest 

in writing. 

Course learning. Ali absorbed some of the writing concepts she was learning 

immediately. In our first interview, she told me she liked the idea of “keeping the pen 

moving” in order help students build stamina. This was something Instructor Blake 

enforced while the preservice teachers were free writing during course meetings. In 

planning for her future as a teacher of writing, Ali assured me she would use the Writing 

Workshop method with her students. She even believed she would have had a much more 

favorable attitude towards writing had her teachers used this approach with her in grade 

school.  

Ali also felt strongly that her future students should have “ownership over their 

writing.” She mentioned this phrase often during our interviews; although, her 

understanding of “ownership” evolved as the course progressed. Initially, Ali thought it 

would be counterproductive to try and change the way students wrote through modeling. 

She also expressed concerns about using students’ own writing to show them how to 

revise, saying it would be detrimental to their sense of ownership over that writing. Later 

in the course, I observed Ali question the mentor author strategy — where students model 

their writing after established and published authors — and comment that having students 

model their writing after an author would “discourage ownership over their own writing.” 
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Ali believed students should write for themselves, rather than for an audience. Yet, by the 

end of the course, Ali believed that modeling was the key to teaching writing.  

One of the most critical aspects of teaching writing Ali learned from the course 

was to write along with her students, not only as a way to model the type of writing 

students are expected to do, but more importantly to show them that the teacher is a 

writer too. Ali planned to embrace her vulnerability as a writing teacher, and show her 

students that “even the teacher’s writing does not come out perfect the first time,” 

reinforcing the idea that teachers make mistakes too.  

Ali also learned the value in giving students the opportunity to free write. She 

believed the exercise of free writing would alleviate some of the pressure associated with 

writing by giving students the opportunity to write anything that comes to mind. In 

addition to developing stamina and a routine, Ali believed it would allow students to start 

each day with a “clean slate” if they need to write something down that may be bothering 

them each morning.  

Change in beliefs. Much of the learning Ali did about teaching writing was also 

reflected in the changes she made about herself as a writer and her post-course beliefs 

about writing. For example, Ali discussed how free writing could be a cathartic process 

for her future students then later discussed how the in-class writing helped her get over 

her anxieties. Ali acknowledged that she needed a clear set of guidelines when it came to 

writing prior to this course: she wanted to know what topic she was supposed to write 

about, exactly how long it needed to be, and what kinds of details needed to be included. 

By the end of the course, Ali was more comfortably free writing, switching topics 

midway and continuing writing, even when things were incomplete. Ali used her own 
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experiences in the course as a writer to help her formulate ideas and alter her beliefs 

about what good writers do. 

At the start of the course, Ali thought she was a poor writer and could not reread 

or revise her writing. Halfway through the course, she changed her perspective: “I’m 

learning that to be a good writer, you have to continue to write and rewrite. Like, good 

writers never stop and they get opinions from others…I’m finally open to that.” After 

participating in the writing group and “going through the motions”, Ali realized she was 

no longer scared of writing or being a writer. She wrote, “I never considered myself to be 

a writer, but now I know I have the possibility to be one. My biggest lightbulb moment 

was realizing that.” 

Ali’s most prominent change was about owning her writing: “My writing is for 

me,” she told me. “[The class] taught me ownership. It’s mine, it’s not just for class or 

for a paper I have to turn in. My writing is for me. If it is an assignment, it’s my writing, 

whatever I want it to be.” In her last position paper, Ali wrote that she originally thought 

writing was supposed to aid in one’s learning by taking notes or analyzing reading, but in 

this course, she learned that “writing is a process that is incredibly personal. The writer 

chooses what steps to take.” She also believed that participating in the writing group 

helped her see that she owns her writing by choosing what pieces of feedback she wants 

to take and which aspects to ignore. “I have that ownership and they cannot take that 

away from me,” she wrote. 

Cross-Case Analysis  

This section compares results from all six preservice teachers pertaining to my first 

research question: How do elementary preservice teachers experience learning to teach 
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writing in a language arts methods course where they are asked to engage in a Writing 

Workshop? To begin with, I synthesize preservice teachers’ prior experiences with 

writing, including their experiences learning to write, their pre-course beliefs about 

writing and themselves as writers. Next, I show how their experiences with aspects of the 

course — the instructor and sharing their writing— and their intern placement were alike 

or different. Finally, I present their learning from the course and how they changed or did 

not change their beliefs about writing, teaching writing, or as writers.  

Table 13 beginning on the following page summarizes the participant findings 

within each of the seven categories: learning to write, start of course beliefs, course 

experiences, sharing writing, intern placement, course learning, and change in beliefs. 

Each section of the table lists the major findings for that category — one finding per row 

—and reading across rows shows the commonness of that finding among participants.    
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Table 13 

 

Prevalence of Cross-Case Findings Among Participants 

 

Categories and Cross-Case Findings Participants 

 Whitney Sylvia Kay Dana Skye Ali 

Learning to write       

Learning to write was negative  X   X X X 

Learning to write was positive or neutral    X X   X 

Negative experiences with sharing writing in K-12 school  X   X  X 

Writing in K-12 school consisted of grammar, worksheets, exercises X X X  X X 

Devastated by “red pen” marks  X   X X  

Had positive experiences writing in a journal  X X   X 

Struggled understanding how to write or with an aspect of the writing 

process  
X  X  X X 

Start of course beliefs       

Self as writer: satisfactory or “pretty good”, but could use work  X   X  

Self as writer: low confidence or “not a writer” X   X  X 

Writing is not fun, a chore  X   X   

Tormented by the idea of “perfect” writing  X X    X 

Comfortable with draft or free writing    X    

Believed in the “power of writing”  X X    

Course experiences       

Enjoyed the course  X X X X X X 

Thought in-class writing or “being a writer” was useful  X X X  X X 

Appreciated learning more actionable strategies than other courses    X X  

Found mini-lesson and strategies to-go class structure valuable  X X X X X X 
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Categories and Cross-Case Findings Participants 

 Whitney Sylvia Kay Dana Skye Ali 

Instructor Blake was an effective writing teacher model X X X X X X 

Sharing writing       

Nervous about sharing writing with peers  X X X  X X 

Prior experiences sharing writing were negative or not productive  X X  X   

Concerned about giving others feedback X  X    

Uncertain of benefit to elementary student writing group at first  X   X  

Skeptical about peers’ responses to their writing   X X   X 

Brought personal writing to the group X X X X X X 

Writing group was positive and writing benefitted from peer revisions X   X X  

Sharing writing helped participant gain confidence in her writing X     X 

Intern placement       

Felt placement was aligned to methods coursework     X  

Believed cooperating teacher did not teach Writing Workshop X X X X  X 

Disappointed with intern placement  X  X X   

Had regular opportunities to try out learning from the course with students   X   X  

Placement contributed to understanding of how to teach Writing Workshop  X   X  

Placement resulted in more confusion about how to teach Writing 

Workshop 
X  X X   

Course learning       

Establish a classroom community where students feel safe taking risks as 

writers  
X X X  X X 

Model writing and writing process  X X X X X X 

Be a co-writer with students   X X   X 

Writing should be student-centered with student choice   X X X  X X 
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Categories and Cross-Case Findings Participants 

 Whitney Sylvia Kay Dana Skye Ali 

Focus on process, not product or grades   X X  X  

Ensure students “own” their writing  X X   X 

Drawing is a form of writing     X X  

Unsure about how to teach writing or discouraged by it     X X   

Believed development as a writer is tied to effectiveness as a writing 

teacher  
X X  X   

Change in beliefs       

Felt more like a writer  X  X   X 

Writing can be fun  X X  X  X 

More confident in writing ability  X X X  X X 

Writing is personal    X   X 

Writing is difficult for most people   X     

More of a “judge” now     X   

Writing does not need to be perfect  X X X  X X 

Confident writers are better learners     X  

Planned to continue to write  X X X  X X 
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Learning to Write  

When asked, most participants remembered little about learning to write. Whitney 

and Ali remembered the most about their experiences learning to write, and what they did 

remember were mostly negative experiences involving teachers. All participants 

remembered at least one negative writing experience involving a grade school teacher. 

The three participants who seemed to dread writing the most as students (Whitney, Skye, 

and Dana) all mentioned a teacher or parent marking up their paper, specifically, with 

“red pen” marks. Those three participants (Whitney, Skye and Dana) viewed learning to 

write as intensely negative, using words like “hate”, “dread”, “painful”, and a “chore” to 

describe their experiences. Kay remembered little about her experiences learning to write, 

but her perceptions about learning to write overall could not be classified as negative or 

positive. Ali seemed to have an ambivalent relationship with writing, depending on the 

task and the teacher. Sylvia “didn’t mind writing” and found it mostly positive. 

For the most part, preservice teachers remembered learning to write through 

grammar exercises and by completing worksheets. Participants described learning to 

write in cursive and some mentioned writing responses to reading. Several participants 

said they did not do any “creative writing” in school. Through most of their K-12 

schooling, Skye and Ali both believed that when it came to writing in grade school 

quantity trumped quality. Dana, Ali and Whitney described sharing writing with peers or 

having peer-feedback sessions and all three thought the experience was negative. They all 

remembered feeling defeated because of constantly comparing their writing to their 

peers’ writing. Whitney even labeled sharing writing in her grade-school classrooms as 

“community de-building.”  
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Sylvia, Kay, and Ali all described positive experiences writing in a diary or 

journal at home — sometimes this was their only positive experience learning to write. 

All of the participants who had positive journal writing experiences (Sylvia, Kay, and 

Ali) shared that they wanted their students to also experience how “therapeutic” or 

“cathartic” writing could be. Dana said that she had always kept a journal but mainly 

used it as a to-do list.  

Start of Course Beliefs 

 Participants had a hard time pinpointing how they felt about themselves as 

writers when asked at the start of the course. Not a single participant felt completely 

confident and comfortable with writing. Sylvia thought she was a decent writer; although, 

she acknowledged it could be stressful at times. Kay was enjoying the reflective writing 

in the elementary education program, but she was unclear about her feelings about herself 

as a writer. Skye felt he had overcome quite a bit to be what he described as a “work-in-

progress” writer. Dana, Whitney, and Ali doubted their writing abilities immensely and 

described themselves as “self-conscious” writers or writers with “low confidence.” It 

appeared as though participants who remembered negative teacher experiences and 

critically comparing their writing to their peers’ while learning to write, struggled the 

most with writing at the start of the course.  

Both Whitney and Dana described writing as a “chore” and, while they had 

similar experiences learning to write and feelings towards writing, Whitney seemed more 

open to changing her perceptions about writing. Dana believed that writing was not fun 

for anyone, nor was it important to be a writer. She also conveyed the understanding that 

writing ability was not malleable. Whitney, Sylvia and Ali strived to write perfect drafts 
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the first time through, but Kay was most comfortable with writing freely without 

worrying about spelling or grammatical errors. 

While Kay and Skye acknowledged that writing was a large part of their former 

careers, Sylvia was the only participant that seemed to have an adult “writing life”: she 

found ways to regularly integrate writing (e.g., poetry, journaling, etc.) in her personal 

life. Sylvia and Kay believed that writing had a special power, and they wanted to convey 

that to their students. 

Course Experiences 

Every single preservice teacher in the study reported that, overall, they enjoyed 

the course. All participants appreciated learning mini-lessons or strategies-to-go and 

most, with the exception of Dana, valued doing the writing just as their students would. A 

few participants (Skye and Dana) noted that this was the first class they took where they 

were receiving actionable strategies they could use in the classroom, making it “less 

theoretical” than other courses.  

Most participants recognized their satisfaction with the course was a testament to 

Instructor Blake. Not only did they think she created a safe writing environment by 

modeling and sharing her own writing, but they also felt like her passion for writing 

fueled their desire to write and learn about how to teach writing. While all participants 

found Instructor Blake to be someone they wanted to emulate, Kay seemed to be the most 

captivated by her because of the work she was doing as a writing teacher with 

incarcerated youth. Kay also recognized that Instructor Blake was able to inspire her to 

want to write, and she stated, “She’s doing for me what I want to do for others.” Dana 
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thought it would be “great” to be like Instructor Blake, but she knew she would never be 

that passionate about writing, and she was “okay with that.” 

For everyone, except Dana, the regular in-class free writing was touted as a 

valuable structure. Dana specifically mentioned in-class writing as something she thought 

was an unnecessary part of the course; she explained, “I’m too tired at the end of a long 

day [for in-class writing]…let’s just learn the strategies.” By continuing to write in class, 

over the duration of the course, Kay and Sylvia noticed that this made the act of writing 

less daunting and more routine. Whitney and Ali both thought this kind of writing gave 

them more autonomy over their development in the course.  

Sylvia and Dana noted they prioritized writing their to-do lists in their daybook; 

although, Sylvia said she tried to do more substantive creative writing. Ali and Kay rarely 

mentioned writing in their daybook, but when they did it was about reflecting on reading 

or something they observed in their placement. Similarly, Whitney pointed out that her 

daybook started as a place to take notes but transformed into journaling her reactions 

while observing instruction in her placement. The daybook was an integral part of the 

course for Skye; he wrote reflective entries about once a week on his computer.   

Whitney and Dana spoke up very little during whole-group conversations, but 

Dana participated quite a bit in her writing group. Kay and Skye balanced asking 

questions with sharing experiences or ideas throughout the course. Sylvia’s participation 

was primarily to question the instructor. Ali rarely asked questions, but she was eager to 

share her experiences and make connections between her learning and what she had 

heard or seen in the classroom as a substitute. 

Sharing Writing 
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 Sharing writing through participating in a writing group was an essential element 

of the course. While their anxiety levels varied, almost all participants were nervous 

about taking part in their first writing group session. Ali had the most extreme reaction to 

hearing that she would need to share her writing, and, at one point, Ali thought about 

withdrawing from the course due to her anxiety over this event. Whitney was fearful of 

sharing her writing because of similar experiences during grade school. Kay and Skye 

expressed both nervousness and excitement about the opportunity to participate in a 

writing group. Dana was the only participant who did not express anxiety about 

participating in the group. Quite the opposite, Dana wrote in her pre-writing group 

reflection that she was “completely comfortable” with her group and sharing her writing. 

In fact, she did seem comfortable as I observed her group that day; she was not at all 

hesitant to be a full participant, reading her writing to the group and offering feedback to 

her peers.  

However, Dana shared her uncertainty about any benefit she would receive from a 

writing group because, in the past, she found that “people usually don’t care to put effort 

into others’ work.” While Dana doubted the value of a writing group for preservice 

teachers, Sylvia shared doubts about how successful a writing group could be with 

elementary school students; this was primarily because she never acted on any of her 

peers’ feedback as a student. Likewise, Skye had questions about how elementary 

students — who did not have developed analytical thinking skills —would be able to 

offer and process feedback on their writing; however, he voiced no reticence about how 

beneficial the group might be for him or his peers. Kay, on the other hand, had high 
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expectations for the group and even hoped that the writing group might be a 

transformative experience for her and her classmates.  

Surprisingly, despite their hesitance about sharing their writing, all of the 

preservice teachers in the study brought personal or intimate writing to the group: they 

shared family memories or reflections on relationships with family members or 

significant others. For some of the participants, it was important to write about personal 

topics because they wanted the experience to match what their students might be asked to 

do as closely as possible. Skye, Whitney and Sylvia all wrote about grandparents who 

had passed away using different genres. At first, Sylvia wrote a poem about a flower 

because she did not trust the group or feel comfortable enough to write about something 

personal; however, she questioned her decision about her writing topic with me during 

our interviews. Subsequently, Sylvia wrote a poem about her grandmother, and she 

described these feelings about her group as “prematurely defensive.” Dana wrote a 

personal narrative about a trip she took with her boyfriend. Ali wrote an extremely 

personal poem about her insecurities, and Kay wrote a realistic fiction piece about being 

mugged while visiting her father and step-mother during a move.  

By the end of the course, Skye, Whitney, and Dana were the most pleased with 

their writing group experience. In fact, Skye and Dana were in a group together and I 

observed that the group seemed to gel; they even had a picnic outside to celebrate their 

last experience together. Skye and Dana reported that their group took the time to build 

trust, and as a result of thoughtful feedback from their peers, their pieces improved 

significantly. Whitney learned about how to give feedback to peers through the 

experience, and the feedback she received made her piece better.  
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Ali and Kay were in an emotionally intense group together. Kay had very 

different expectations for the group than what transpired. She thought the group 

experience would be profound, but instead she criticized the group for giving surface-

level feedback. While no preservice teacher participating in the study shared that they 

were unhappy with the writing group experience, Kay and Ali both seemed to leave the 

writing group unfulfilled. Ali continued to feel uncomfortable sharing her writing 

throughout the course, and although she felt the experience was “enlightening,” it was 

more “emotional and difficult.” Although Sylvia’s writing group went better than she 

expected, she questioned whether or not the “niceness of the group was just a formality.”  

Intern Placement  

Skye was the only preservice teacher participating in the study who felt his 

placement experience was completely connected to the coursework and course structure 

(i.e. the teacher taught Writing Workshop). For Skye, this alignment is what made the 

experience of learning to teach writing complete and “powerful.” In our last interview, he 

described how integral his cooperating teacher was in his development as a teacher. He 

described Instructor Blake as the “heart and soul” and his cooperating teacher as the 

“head.”  

Kay and Whitney were drastically disappointed with their placements and neither 

learned about how to teach writing from their experiences. However, Whitney indicated 

that she made an effort to keep track of the things she did not want to do as a teacher. 

Kay reviewed the notes she took during her placement to expose her cooperating teacher 

for inconsistencies and validate her own pre-established beliefs about what good teaching 

should look like. While both participants asserted their cooperating teacher did not teach 
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Writing Workshop, I cannot be certain this was true because observations of the 

internship were not part of this study. In fact, there were many aspects of Kay’s 

cooperating teacher’s pedagogy that I believed sounded a lot like Writing Workshop. Kay 

described “targeted and heavily scaffolded mini-lessons” “aimed at teaching a particular 

skill”, where students had opportunities to “Turn and Talk” and then go “off to write”; to 

me, this sounded a lot like Writing Workshop. Sylvia also did not believe her cooperating 

teacher was teaching Writing Workshop, even though the teacher told Sylvia she was 

implementing it. Dana and Ali only spoke about their placement experiences when asked, 

but shared enough to convey that writing rarely happened in their internship classrooms. 

Dana reported that this was because the students were only in first grade, whereas Ali’s 

placement was with a fourth-grade cooperating teacher who only taught math and social 

studies.  

Even though Sylvia did not believe her cooperating teacher was teaching Writing 

Workshop, she did have regular opportunities to practice what she was learning in the 

course in her intern placement. She talked about conferencing with students, leading 

mini-lessons and even writing alongside some of the students in that classroom. These 

experiences seemed to leave Sylvia somewhat satisfied with her internship. Despite the 

vast differences in overall experiences, all of the preservice teachers in the study 

completed the mini-lesson assignment in their placement and all were pleased with how 

their lessons went. 

Course Learning 

As future teachers, almost all participants (not Dana) concluded that the 

cornerstone of a successful classroom was a safe environment, one where students felt 
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comfortable taking risks as writers. They all discussed various ways to eliminate 

unnecessary writing pressures and make writing a daily and enjoyable activity for 

students. Some preservice teachers (Sylvia, Kay, Skye, and Ali) planned to be a writing 

model for their students. While all preservice teachers mentioned how modeling 

strategies and skills was important, Sylvia, Ali and Kay thought that being a co-writer 

with their students would show them how all writers struggle through the writing process. 

They all saw Instructor Blake as a primary example of how to be a co-writer with your 

students.  

In addition, all of the preservice teachers — except Dana — planned to be a 

writing teacher that focused on student-centered learning, where students would be in 

charge of the topics they chose to write about, the revisions they would make, and the 

pieces they planned to take through to a final draft. Ali, Kay, and Sylvia wanted to ensure 

their future students “owned” their writing. Skye and Sylvia thought that an effective 

teacher of writing also helped their students find a writing process that worked for them. 

Skye and Sylvia valued writing tremendously and believed that being a writer was key to 

being a learner; whereas Dana did not “see the point” in writing and believed reading was 

much more important.  

Many of the ideas participants had for their future classrooms stemmed from what 

they had discovered about themselves as writers during the course. Some preservice 

teachers also made the association they would be better prepared to be a teacher of 

writing the more they participated in writing tasks and grew as writers. For example, 

Whitney told me, “I’m more confident as a writer, which will make me more confident as 

a writing teacher, too.” Sylvia shared that becoming more of a writer would give her a 
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“deeper insight on how to create writers.” More about how preservice teachers changed 

as writers is included in the next section.  

Change in Beliefs  

By the end of the course, all of the preservice teachers in the study shared more 

relaxed notions of writing. Whitney, Sylvia, and Dana went from believing that all 

writing activities were daunting or overwhelming, to a belief that writing could actually 

be “fun.” Whereas Whitney and Sylvia personally experienced how writing could be a 

pleasurable activity, Dana still viewed writing as a “chore”; however, she now 

understood how you could “make writing more fun” for others.  

Most preservice teachers (Whitney, Sylvia, Ali, and Skye) talked about being less 

of a “judge” — they regularly used the metaphor from the article Instructor Blake 

introduced — of their own writing or their students’ writing. Sylvia, Ali and Skye 

reframed their thinking about how to evaluate writing and shared that the focus should be 

more on ideas than errors in grammar and spelling, especially for elementary students 

who are just learning how to write. Whitney did not feel she could eliminate the judge 

totally, but she acknowledged that “awareness of the problem” was the first step. Unlike 

her peers, Dana reported she was leaving the course “more of a judge” because reviewing 

her writing and her students’ writing so much had exacerbated her annoyance with errors 

in spelling and mechanics. Whitney, Sylvia, and Kay also described how they no longer 

believed writing had to be “done” or perfect; these participants now put more emphasis 

on process rather than product. Sylvia wanted to be sure to communicate to her future 

students that “people aren’t born writers”; it is a skill that has to be developed. 
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The overwhelming majority of preservice teachers participating in the study felt 

they had grown as a writer by the end of the course. Dana was the only participant who 

reported her writing and her impressions of herself as a writer had not changed. Three of 

the changed preservice teachers (Whitney, Ali, and Kay) reported feeling “more like a 

writer” after the course had ended. Even those who had never considered themselves a 

writer before thought this experience had made them believe they could be a writer. 

Almost all of the preservice teachers who reported they had changed as a writer also 

talked about having more confidence in their writing, being less critical of their writing 

(Ali and Sylvia), or having a new respect for their writing ability (Kay). Ali spoke about a 

new willingness to revise her writing.  

All five of the preservice teachers who described changing their beliefs about 

themselves as writers also discussed continuing to write and to improve as writers. In the 

beginning of the course, Sylvia was the only participant who was writing outside of work 

or school; by the end of the course, all five preservice teachers wanted to continue the 

writing they were doing beyond the course. Skye and Kay talked about participating in 

writing groups after the course ended. Whitney found that writing in her daybook was a 

powerful tool for lessening her anxiety, and she planned to continue doing that. Ali 

wanted to continue the writing she was doing so she would have models to use when 

teaching writing. Skye and Sylvia mentioned specifically they planned to further develop 

their writing. 

Whitney and Skye made connections between how they were taught to write, their 

own challenges with writing as a student, and who they were as writers now. Both 

preservice teachers realized that grade school teachers or experiences had profoundly 
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impacted their perceptions of themselves as writers or their view towards writing. 

Whitney shared that she was “a judge because of those experiences in lower school.” 

Skye discussed an overall shift in his attitude towards writing, primarily because of the 

reflecting he did on his history as a writer and learning to write. For Skye, the eye-

opening experience “healed a wound,” as he came to the conclusion that the issues he had 

with writing in grade school were not because of his flaws but because of the way he was 

taught to write.  

Summary  

In this chapter, I first described each of the six preservice teachers’ experiences 

taking a language arts methods course where they were asked to share their writing with 

their peers and participate in Writing Workshop in individual case studies. From the data 

collected through interviews, observations and participants’ own writing, findings 

emerged in seven categories: 1) learning to write, 2) start of course beliefs, 3) course 

experiences, 4) sharing writing, 5) intern placement, 6) course learning, and 7) change in 

beliefs. I then utilized a cross-case analysis to compare the findings from all six 

participants in each of the seven categories listed above. 

In sum, this chapter illustrated participants’ experiences learning to write in 

childhood or during schooling, how they understood themselves as writers at the start of 

the course, and their overall beliefs about writing; they experienced the course and course 

activities, including sharing writing, through these lenses. The preservice teachers in this 

study were simultaneously completing a teaching internship and that also influenced their 

experience in the course. Not only did the course result in preservice teachers’ learning 

about how to teach writing in the future, five of the six participants also changed many of 
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the beliefs about writing they had at the start of the course. In the next chapter, I describe 

the ways preservice teachers’ experiences were transformative.   
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Chapter 5: Transformative Learning Results  

In Chapter 5, I share the extent to which participants’ experiences could be 

classified as transformative by matching their experiences with major aspects of 

Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) transformative learning theory, presenting the results from my 

second research question: While learning to teach writing in a language arts methods 

course, can the revealed experiences of elementary preservice teachers be classified as 

transformative? If so, how and in what ways? 

Data Analysis Procedures  

For the third phase of my analyses, I created a coding table for each participant 

and matched data from each aspect of transformative learning theory described in my 

conceptual framework (i.e., disorienting dilemma, critical reflection, discourse, and 

action) to my previously coded quotes, observations, and the participants’ own writing. 

Next, I used a matrix to compare participants’ transformative experiences in each aspect, 

listing the participants’ pseudonyms as rows and the aspects of transformative learning as 

columns. Although I was not engaging in a cross-case analysis here, I wanted to be able 

to compare and contrast codes and data I had pulled for each aspect of the transformation 

process. See Table 14 on the following page for a portion of what the matrix looked like 

for my second research question. For the example, I included data pulled from Ali and 

Skye regarding their disorienting dilemma and plans for action. 
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Table 14 

 

Example of Analysis Matrix for Research Question Two 

 
Disorienting Dilemma Action 

Ali ASPECT OF COURSE:  

PEED PANTS: “I feel like I almost peed 

my pants [when I heard we were going to 

be in a FEAR: writing group] A big fear I 

guess is that I’ve already given off this 

image that I am pretty confident in myself 

and what I can and do contribute in the 

class, but for people to see my 

writing…that’s a completely different side 

of me that they haven’t seen.” 

EYE OPENER: “Being in the writing 

groups was an eye-opener…It was like 

Whoa, why haven’t I done this before? I 

know I was really scared, but it just opened 

me up to being a NEVER, BUT NOW: 

writer. I never considered myself a writer, 

but now I know I have the LIGHTBULB: 

possibility to be one. My biggest light bulb 

moment was that.” 

NOT AFRAID: I’m not as afraid to look 

back in my writing and go back and make it 

stronger or have someone else look at it. So, 

I feel like that’s opened me up as a writer – 

I’m MORE AWARE of that. It’s okay if 

there are mistakes and it doesn’t have to be 

perfect. IM OKAY WITH THAT NOW..”   

At first, I thought writing was supposed to 

help with our learning by taking notes, I 

REALIZE: constructing lessons. I realize 

that my writing isn’t only for that. My 

writing was for me. I don’t need to have 

perfect grammar. I don’t have to spell 

things correctly. Writing is a process that is 

incredibly personal. The writer chooses 

what steps I CHOOSE: to take. I choose. I 

decide what I can and won’t include in my 

writing. 

Skye COURSE READING  

EPIPHANY: “I experienced an epiphany 

when I read this book. The author changed 

the way I view the troubles that I had as an 

elementary ALL THESE YEARS…school 

writer. All these years, I believed my 

writing issues, as a child was a personal 

shortcoming. I was wrong. The WAS 

WRONG: problem wasn’t me. It was them 

– my teachers… The book: elicited 

HADN’T THOUGHT ABOUT memories 

that hadn’t thought about in almost 30 

years.” 

PLANS TO TEACH WRITING: “Well, the 

thing that’s the most telling is, now, I 

WANT to teach language arts -- I want to 

teach writing. God, if you would’ve said 35 

years ago to me that I would be wanting to 

teach writing, I would’ve thought you were 

insane.”  

 

 

Situating Transformative Learning Theory 

As recently as 2012, Mezirow defined transformative learning as the “process by 

which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference (meaning perspectives, 

habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and 

opinions that will prove to be more true or justified to guide action” (p. 76). A frame of 

reference is comprised of habits of mind and expressed as points of view (Mezirow, 
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2000). According to Mezirow, a habit of mind is “a set of assumptions — broad, 

generalized orienting predispositions that act as a filter for interpreting the meaning of 

experience” (p. 17). Habits of mind start developing in childhood and by adulthood are 

often deeply ingrained and difficult to change. Mezirow (2000) distinguished between six 

types of habits of mind (epistemic, sociolinguistic, psychological, moral-ethical, 

philosophical and aesthetic) but acknowledged that these are interdependent and 

overlapping. In this study, preservice teachers transformed their previously unexamined 

habits of mind, and, for the most part, these were psychological habits of mind or 

understandings of themselves. However, participants’ habits of mind were interrelated; 

for example, one preservice teacher’s standards for good or beautiful writing (aesthetic) 

influenced how she saw herself as a writer (psychological). 

I did not ask participants explicitly about their frames of reference, habits of mind 

or even their points of view, but participants shared their points of view about writing, the 

course, and themselves as writers throughout data collection. Participants’ original habits 

of mind were similar to their beliefs at the start of the course and laid out in Chapter 4. 

Table 15 includes participants’ unexamined habits of mind I gleaned from the data and 

my understanding of their experience. Participants are listed in alphabetical order.  

Table 15 

 

Participants’ Unexamined Habits of Mind 

Participant Unexamined habits of mind 

Ali 
• Academic writing looks and sounds a certain way  

• I cannot revise my own writing  

Kay 
• A good writing teacher teaches writing like … 

• I am not a real writer because I cannot write in other genres  
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Participant Unexamined habits of mind 

Skye 

• I probably had a learning disability, which caused me anxiety 

about writing in grade school 

• Writing is not enjoyable  

Sylvia 

• You are either a good writer or you are not 

• It may be impossible for disadvantaged students or reluctant 

writers to see the value in writing  

Whitney 
• All writing has to be perfect  

• I will always judge my writing and others’ writing 

 

According to Mezirow (2012), there are four ways learning occurs: “by 

elaborating existing frames of reference, by learning new frames of reference, by 

transforming points of view, or by transforming habits of mind.” (p. 84) Transformative 

learning occurs by transforming points of view or habits of mind. Overall, the five 

participants in this study who had a transformative learning experience reframed their 

habits of mind about themselves as writers, their writing histories, and what they believed 

to be important or valued in teaching their future students about writing. 

 Yet, perspective transformation “begins with a disorienting dilemma and 

concludes with a changed self-concept that enables a reintegration into one’s life context 

on the basis of conditions dictated by the new perspective” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 193); the 

last step is also known as action. In all of Mezirow’s work, critical reflection and 

discourse are central to transformation. Therefore, in setting out to examine participant 

experiences for transformation, I chose to focus on those four major aspects of the 

process.  

Five of my six participants had a transformative learning experience while taking 

this course. Nothing about Dana’s data indicated her experience was transformative. 

Although Dana was a very reluctant writer in the beginning of the course, participating in 
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the course did not change her beliefs about writing or images of herself as a writer. I 

found no evidence in the data of her questioning or reframing her perspectives.  

In the following sections, I share what it was like for each of the other five 

participants to experience a disorienting dilemma, reflect critically, engage in discourse, 

and reintegrate with a revised perspective or act. Critical reflection and discourse 

happened throughout the course, the disorienting dilemma occurred near the beginning of 

the course, and participants acted or planned to act on their revised perspectives towards 

the end of the course. Data from Dana's experience is not included in these sections 

because her experience was not transformative; I reflect on this at the end of Chapter 5 

and again in Chapter 6.   

Experimenting with new roles and gaining confidence in those roles are both 

phases in the process of transformation, according to Mezirow (1991). While these 

phases were not included in the original conceptual framework for this study, they were 

essential to these participants’ transformations, crucial to understanding the arc of their 

transformative experience, and obvious to identify when I analyzed the data. Thus, I 

provide examples of how participants tried out new roles and gained confidence in this 

chapter. A revised conceptual framework presented in Chapter 6 now also includes these 

phases.  

Last, it is important to note there are varied conceptualizations of Mezirow’s 

theory and the transformative learning process (Cranton & Hoggan, 2012). To evaluate 

the extent to which transformative learning has or has not occurred is complex and 

dependent on one’s own understandings. While I describe these five participants’ 

learning experiences as transformative according to my understanding of Mezirow’s 
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theory of transformative learning, some adult education theorists (e.g., Brookfield, 2000; 

Newman, 2011) have criticized published work in the field for describing any change due 

to reflection as transformative (Cranton & Taylor, 2012). For example, Newman (2011) 

called into question claims of transformation made in published papers, arguing that 

learning that results in gained confidence or new attitudes are simply “examples of good 

educational practice” (p. 38). Newman argues that transformative learning is not 

categorically different than other learning, and “any learning effectively done involves 

reassessment and growth” (p. 38).  

Consistent with Newman’s (2011) critique, I was surprised to discover during my 

analysis that I could match data from five of six of my participants to the major aspects of 

transformative learning. For example, I questioned whether or not one could possibly 

reintegrate so quickly with a transformed perspective given the course was only seven 

weeks long. Yet, I reread participant data and found I could identify participants’ plans to 

act, if data showing reintegration with a new perspective was not apparent. Initially, I 

wondered whether participants’ encounters with a disorienting dilemma were painful or 

traumatic enough to in fact be disorienting, but not only did the participants use words 

like, “painful”, “guilty”, “terrible”, and “shock” when they described these occurrences, 

but I also observed many of them in tears or angry during the course or in interviews with 

me. I agree with Newman in that “good” adult learning experiences occur when the 

educator fosters an environment that encourages students to critically self-reflect and try 

on new perspectives. I chose this course as the context for my study because I was 

familiar with it and knew Instructor Blake was asking participants to reflect and engage 



 

 183 

with writing, reading and with others in ways that might occur in transformations for her 

students.  

Findings 

Disorienting Dilemmas  

The disorienting dilemma is the first of Mezirow’s (1978) ten phases to 

transformation. The phases have always been nonsequential; however, it is the 

“disorienting dilemma which serves as a trigger for reflection” (Mezirow, 1994, p. 223).  

This encounter with a belief different from one held previously can come through an eye-

opening discussion, book, or painting, to name a few (Mezirow, 1991). In fact, “any 

major challenge to an established perspective can result in a transformation. These 

challenges are painful; they often call into question deeply held personal values and 

threaten our very sense of self” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 168). For the preservice teachers in 

this study, the disorienting dilemma was an event or series of events that caused a 

disruption in their understanding of how they viewed writing, themselves as writers or 

what it means to teach writing. Table 16 below includes brief statements about each 

participant’s disorienting dilemma(s).  

Table 16 

 

Participants’ Disorienting Dilemmas 

Participant Disorienting dilemma 

Ali 
• Sharing her writing with her writing group  

• Engaging in the writing process, where revision is a key component 

Kay 
• Tension between internship placement and expected experience  

• Opportunity to write differently, but feeling unable to do so  

Skye 
• Reading Boy Writers:… and beginning a process of reflection on his 

experiences learning to write 
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Sylvia 
• Tensions between her past experience as a teacher, the course, and 

her high esteem for writing  

Whitney 

• Reading Madman… and “finding out that I’m a ‘judge’” 

• Tension between her own experiences with choice, sharing writing 

and learning those aspects are essential to Writing Workshop  

 

Typically, it was an aspect of the course (e.g., a reading, sharing their writing, 

starting their internship, or the act of writing itself) that triggered fear, hesitation, guilt or 

instability in the preservice teachers; thus, they began a process of critical reflection in 

these areas. Sylvia was the only participant for whom the catalyst for transformation was 

something she struggled with prior to the start of the course. While taking a course on 

writing was an anxiety producing event for almost all of the participants, I could identify 

specific instances within the course for four of the preservice teachers that propelled them 

to begin a process of transformation. I identified more than one dilemma for both Kay 

and Whitney, but in Kay’s case one path towards transformation stopped during the 

process.  

For three of the preservice teachers, the dilemma arose from a conflict between 

the course — or part of the course experience — and what they believed about good 

teaching, how they had taught writing in the past, or their own personal experiences 

learning to write. For Sylvia, taking the language arts methods course and reflecting on 

her previous teaching experience with me shifted her focus back to an unresolved tension, 

resulting in a dilemma. Sylvia described in our first interview how she might have 

potentially damaged her students’ perceptions of writing and themselves as writers when 

she was teaching middle school as part of an alternative certification teaching program. 

Although Sylvia said she never really taught writing, Sylvia used writing and “copying 

from the board” as a form of punishment and busy work when she needed to take care of 
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behavior problems. Sylvia felt “terrible” about this. She felt especially awful because she 

had a strong passion for writing and held her own writing to a high standard. Sylvia 

wanted her future students to love writing and understand the power of writing as she did, 

but she was uncertain that it was possible to teach that. Sylvia described this conflict 

during our first interview:  

I guess I want the kids in my classroom to understand that what you are reading is 

writing; this was created by someone because they wanted to say that and now 

you’re reading it and that’s like a cycle. You can be part of that cycle. That’s what 

I want writing to be. That’s what I want kids to be able to do.  I never knew how 

to do those things when I was teaching. If you aren’t reading or writing at home, I 

don’t know how it happens because that’s how it happened for me. 

When Whitney learned that offering students choice in writing and having 

students share writing were key aspects of Writing Workshop, she appeared confused. 

These were the very things, she had explained to me in our first interview, that had made 

writing so difficult for her as an elementary or middle school student. She explained, 

“When we were no longer choosing what to write about and we didn’t have a writing 

journal, I liked that more because we were all writing about the same thing; which, now 

we’re reading about how choice is good….” Whitney’s statement was left unfinished 

because she did not understand how to reconcile the mismatch between her experience 

and her new learning. Similarly, learning that students would become better writers when 

they shared their writing was a trigger experience for Whitney because she was uncertain 

that, even as an adult, she would be able to participate in these activities. Whitney was 

paralyzed during free writing because she could not think of topics that she thought her 
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peers would be interested in. Whitney wanted to buy-in to the Writing Workshop model 

immediately, but learning free writing and sharing writing were regular parts of the 

model made her second guess the process.  

Kay believed she would be invigorated by a teaching internship where she would 

have an opportunity to teach underprivileged students Writing Workshop, as she was 

learning in the course, and just as Instructor Blake had been doing with incarcerated 

youth. However, she was immediately disappointed when she began her placement, saw 

the students and the teaching methods her cooperating teacher was using. She expressed 

how discouraged and angry she was during our first interview: “Don’t hand me Kozol 

and make me watch Lean on Me and have me write about urban education and then not 

let me go and teach in those settings. I’m in the most passive situation that you can 

imagine.” In addition, Kay was baffled by her cooperating teacher’s defense of the 

methods she used to teach writing, which were not Writing Workshop.   

Skye and Whitney both experienced a disorienting dilemma while completing 

assigned readings for the course. At the beginning of the course, Skye, in response to my 

questions about his experiences learning to write, discussed how much he struggled when 

he was an elementary school student. Although the experience was of learning to write 

was painful and rehashing it with me reminded him of how much he struggled, he left the 

interview with the same understandings about his experience. The dilemma occurred 

when Skye began reading Boy Writers: Reclaiming their Voices, a book by Ralph 

Fletcher (2006) about how to engage boys in writing. This began Skye’s process of 

questioning and examining why he perceived himself as a struggling writer in grade 

school. He wrote about this in his book reflection:  
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I experienced an epiphany when I read this book. The author changed the way I 

view the troubles that I had as an elementary school writer. All these years, I 

believed my writing issues, as a child was a personal shortcoming. I was wrong. 

The problem wasn’t me. It was them — my teachers. 

After reading the article, "Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge: Roles and the 

Writing Process" (Flowers, 1981), Whitney identified with the “Judge” writing energy in 

the article and labeled herself as such during a subsequent course meeting where the 

instructor asked the class to organize themselves as “Madmen”, “Architects”, etc. by 

standing next to a chart. I observed that Whitney was the only one standing next to the 

label “Judge.” This shocked Whitney, and she described her reaction to me in an 

interview after the class: “When we got to class and no one else was a judge, I thought, 

‘Oh my gosh, what is wrong with me?’”  

Like Whitney, both Kay and Ali experienced personal dilemmas at the start of the 

course related to their writing abilities. Kay was energized by the opportunities to write, 

but she questioned whether or not she could write in ways that she would be asking her 

future students to write.  

 I also feel like I have no imagination… I have ideas about the world and I make 

connections; I’m, like, the relator person. I see things in the world and could write 

essays, but I can’t imagine writing fiction. I had this idea that maybe I should try 

writing it as a letter, then turn it in to an essay, then try writing it in fiction. I 

probably won’t be able to pull it off because it’s too much, but maybe I can get it 

started … I want to be able to do this because we ask them to do this. I don’t think 

it’s fair. So, I have to try it and experience the frustration and struggle. 
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Ali was petrified of participating in a major part of the course: sharing her writing 

with her peers. Learning that this would be an essential aspect of the course caused her 

tremendous anxiety. Ali even contemplated dropping the course once she learned she 

would have to share her writing with her peers. Though participating in the writing 

groups continued to be challenging for Ali, this began her critical reflection process about 

her assumptions of herself as a writer. She said,  

Being in the writing groups was an eye-opener…. I know I was really scared, but 

it just opened me up to being a writer…. I never considered myself a writer, but 

now I know I have the possibility to be one. My biggest lightbulb moment was 

realizing that.  

Critical Reflection 

Critical reflection is an essential element of transformative learning and is 

required in order for learning to be transformative (Mezirow, 1991). For the participants 

who had a transformative experience, critical reflection occurred throughout the duration 

of the course. 

In 1991, Mezirow distinguished between content reflection (“reflection on what 

we perceive, think, feel or act upon”), process reflection (“examination of how we 

perform these functions of perceiving, thinking, feeling or acting and an assessment of 

our efficacy in performing them”), and premise reflection (“becoming aware of why we 

perceive, think, feel or act as we do and of the reasons for and consequences of our 

possible habits…)”; noting that it is premise reflection that leads to perspective 

transformation (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 107-108). Mezirow (2012) explains that it is 
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becoming critically reflective on a premise that can result in transformations of habits of 

mind.  

During critical reflection, the participants in this study questioned the assumptions 

they had formed about writing based on their prior experiences. The disorienting 

dilemma called into question their long-held mindsets, beliefs, or assumptions; during 

critical reflection they began to ask themselves questions, such as: 

• Why do I think I’m a bad writer? Why should I question this perception of 

myself?  

• Why do I think I can’t write fiction?  

• Why do I have these expectations of myself as a writer?  

• Why do I think “good” writing means error free, as in grammar and spelling?  

• Why do I expect my writing to be perfect every time?  

• Why do I expect my students to be a certain type of writer?  

• Why do I think a good writing teacher does ___ ? Why should or shouldn’t I 

revise my perspective about teachers who___? 

• Why do I think I can’t teach students how to write?  

 Although it was not my intent to cause participants to challenge and question their 

assumptions, as the researcher, I prepared questions that invited participants to reflect on 

their experiences and beliefs during every interview. In addition, Instructor Blake’s 

assignments throughout the course were designed for preservice teachers to reflect on 

course components and show the change in their opinions and beliefs; they wrote several 

before and after pieces and analyzed their reading and teaching. They also discussed 
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experiences and readings with their classmates in small groups. Table 17 on the following 

page summarizes the topics participants critically reflected about.  

Table 17 

 

Participant Critical Reflection Topics 

Participant Critically reflected about … 

Ali • Her doubt about herself as a writer, including:  

o Her inability to revise writing 

o Her fears about sharing writing  

Kay • What it means to be a “good” and effective teacher of reading and 

writing  

• Being a writer 

Skye • Himself as a writer in grade school and the effects of that 

experience 

Sylvia • Her expectations for her writing and others’ writing 

• Her uncertainties about how disadvantaged or reluctant writers 

learn to write and enjoy writing 

Whitney • Her constant judging of her own writing and others’ writing and 

where that came from 

 

The preservice teachers participating in this study questioned themselves and their 

assumptions about their ability to write, teach writing, and, for some, what they believed 

about good writing or good teaching. Primarily, they questioned why they should believe 

“__” about themselves as a writer. Likewise, they questioned why they should or should 

not revise certain perceptions about themselves as writers. Whitney, Ali, Sylvia and Kay 

questioned their writing ability or the pressure they put on themselves to be a good writer. 

Skye questioned his history as a writer and experiences learning to write. Through this 

process, these preservice teachers all reflected on their assumptions of a good writer or 

good writing and how those understandings were formed. Every preservice teacher 

questioned their expectations for themselves and others as writers. Kay and Sylvia also 

examined their assumptions about how to teach writing. 
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All of the participants engaged in a self-examination of their beliefs and meaning 

perspectives, and most of the time, they expressed shame or guilt while examining their 

own perspectives or their perspectives of others. After reading the "Madman, 

Architect,…" article, and realizing she was a judge, Whitney used that language to talk 

about herself and her experiences as she reflected in her writing, with me and with others. 

She was critical of herself and displayed shame about being this “type of person” in a 

written reflection: “I spend 20 mins making the sentences flow – HORRIBLE! I need to 

write sloppy and get all my thoughts down and be a madwoman. I find that I lose ideas 

because I’m too worried about the mechanics.” Whitney then began to question why she 

was a judge and engaged in more reflective discourse described in the following section.  

Ali survived her first writing group, but she still had significant doubts about her 

writing and continued to be fearful of revising and sharing her writing. Ali’s fears were 

linked to the possibility that her peers would view her as a weak writer. Ali spent a lot of 

time in our interviews and in her writing responses breaking down what this meant. Like 

Whitney, Ali started to recognize that her perceptions of herself were negative.  

If I have to write a paper or essay, I question it the entire time that I’m writing it. 

It’s horrible. It doesn’t flow. I’m all over the place. It’s not cohesive. I won’t 

reread my writing before I turn it in…I’m afraid that if I go back and look at it, 

I’ll say it’s horrible and have to rewrite…I’ll start thinking, “Oh, someone else 

could’ve written this so much better.” And I’ll start comparing myself to everyone 

in the class …lots of self-doubt and critique. 

Sylvia also had high expectations for herself as a writer. Her standards for good 

writing were almost unattainable for her and her hypothetical students. During our 
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interviews, Sylvia described situations in her past where she was critical of her writing. 

She said,  

I feel like I’ve always wanted to write about my life and reach others in a way 

they could relate. That’s what I like so much about reading…somebody says 

something the way you’ve always wanted to say it and that’s what writing is for 

me…making human experiences common for all of us. So that’s what I would 

want to do in writing. I was not able to do that in high school.… I’d write about 

sappy or shallow things and be mad at myself. One of the reasons why I stopped 

writing is because I became really aware of my thoughts, and so the things that 

came out when I first sat down to write, I’d think, "these are so dumb." 

Sylvia tried to understand how someone becomes a strong and effective writing teacher. 

She questioned how Instructor Blake established that in their classroom. Sylvia originally 

believed that it was something she did or did not do as a teacher, not a perspective or way 

she viewed writing or teaching writing. This critical reflection was evident in the 

discussion she had with me about her prior teaching experience and with the instructor 

when she wondered why one would use Writing Workshop and certain writing strategies; 

the next section describes that discourse.  

Kay challenged her cooperating teacher’s methods often, but she also questioned 

her own teaching abilities. She debated about whether or not she could teach students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds, and whether it was possible for her to be an effective 

teacher. She often expressed doubt about her understandings of teaching writing in 

interviews with me:   
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Kay:  I think my CT is making the best of it and she’s thoughtful. The kids are 

learning a lot, but will they remember it or want to learn more? I don’t know. This 

is just to get ahead. 

Lindsey: I’m hearing you say, “I don’t know” a lot 

Kay: I know what I feel, but I don’t know what works for people who don’t have 

all the benefits that my kids have. I think it’s easy for me to say from my literate-

rich background…. I’m not worried about being likable or engaging, can I teach 

them to write? Can I teach them anything? So, this continues to worry me. 

Hopefully, I won’t feel that way by the end of this program. 

In addition to reflecting on the teaching of writing, Kay questioned whether or not she 

could be a writer. Kay used her writing as a way to examine herself; she said, 

I feel like [writing in the course] is larger than me, and that’s what’s kind of 

exciting like…there’s such a fine line between being self-involved and 

narcissistic, and there’s a way to share a story that you can maybe learn 

something from. And, so, it’s kind it gives me permission to indulge in a way that 

I feel kinda yucky when I do it.  I’m looking at things differently.  

After reading Boy Writers… (Fletcher, 2006), Skye began to critically reflect on 

how his experiences learning to write in elementary school formed his understandings of 

himself as a writer and why he believed certain things about himself as a student; 

essentially, he assessed the assumptions he made about himself as a writer prior to 

reading the book. Before reading the book, Skye mentioned to me in an interview that he 

probably would have had an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) if those were around 

when he was in elementary school. Until reading the book, Skye believed he struggled 
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with writing because of a learning disability he had to overcome. Reading this book 

helped him discover that this perspective might need to be reframed. Subsequently, the 

reflection he engaged in during the course — after reading the book — helped him 

reframe that perception of himself. He wrote,  

I spent a lot of time over the last few weeks thinking about how I evolved from an 

elementary school student, who was terrified of any kind of writing assignment, to 

someone who looks forward to free writing. I am now enjoying the craft so much 

that two members of my cohort and I decided to start a writing circle after we 

finish the program.  

Critical reflection also happened when participants engaged in discourse with 

their instructor, their peers, their cooperating teachers and others. More about how 

participants critically reflected through discourse to better understand their experience is 

included in the next section.  

Discourse  

Along with critical reflection, discourse is a major aspect of transformative 

learning. Mezirow (2000) described discourse as “dialogue devoted to searching for a 

common understanding and assessment of the justification of an interpretation or belief” 

(p.10-11).  Essentially, discourse is used “to better understand the meaning of an 

experience. It may include interaction within a group or between two persons, including a 

reader and an author or a viewer and an artist” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 14). While the 

preservice teachers in this study rarely engaged in debates or tried on others’ points of 

view, they participated in discourse to further articulate their perspectives so they could 

assess their beliefs and values, determine whether or not their problem was shared, and 
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critique or support their perspectives. Table 18 on the following page summarizes the 

discourse content and method for each participant 

Table 18 

 

Discourse Content and Method for Each Participant 

Participant Discourse content and method 

Ali • Gained reassurance about herself and her writing from her writing 

group 

• Talked with a teacher at her placement school about revision 

• Said most of her “thinking [about the course] had been internal” 

Kay • With Instructor Blake when she wrote reflections on reading and her 

placement  

• With Donald Murray (1989) when reading Expecting the 

Unexpected..  

• In interviews with the researcher: “Even though you weren’t giving 

me advice, you were asking me questions.” 

Skye • In interviews with the researcher: “As we talk, it makes me think of 

things I haven’t thought before…” 

• In his reflective journaling  

• With Ralph Fletcher when reading Boy Writers…(2006) 

Sylvia • Repeatedly questioned Instructor Blake about how strategies might 

really work with students  

• Asked the researcher questions about what she was learning, but 

then answered them herself  

• Questioned her supervisor and cooperating teacher about whether or 

not what she was learning would be possible to implement  

Whitney • Asked her cooperating teacher if she was also a “judge” 

• Shared with her peers how she became a judge and discussed how 

she might get over it 

• Gained reassurance about overcoming being a judge from Instructor 

Blake 

 

All of the preservice teachers participating in this study engaged in multiple and 

different forms of discourse. Mostly, they challenged themselves through conversation 

and writing; some participants challenged others through conversation and writing. The 

preservice teachers sought to understand the meaning of their experience through 



 

 196 

conversations with me, their instructor, cooperating teacher, and peers. They also 

reflected about course texts aloud and through writing in journals.  

With the researcher. Kay, Skye and Sylvia often used their interview time to 

work through their newly formed ideas and questions with me, the researcher. In fact, at 

the end of the study, all three commented about how participating in this study helped 

them “process the experience” or made it more “meaningful.” They all shared how the 

interview process was something that forced them to think more deeply about their 

experiences and make new discoveries about themselves and their writing. Skye said in 

our last interview: “This is a nice additional reflection period to have about the class. It 

makes it so much more valuable to me. As we talk, it makes me think of things I haven’t 

thought of before.” Sylvia repeatedly asked me questions about how certain strategies she 

was learning in the course might work in the classroom or with certain populations of 

students, even though I did not provide suggestions or answers. Skye and Sylvia 

commented that it gave them opportunities to reflect about the course experience where 

they probably would not have otherwise. Sylvia said, “Like, I wouldn’t have gone home 

after class and thought about what this means to me. It’s made it more meaningful 

because it’s helped me reflect with you about it.” 

With a cooperating teacher, supervisor or another educator from placement. 

All five preservice teachers talked with their cooperating teacher or supervisor as they 

engaged in the process of reframing their perspectives; the extent to which they did this 

or shared those conversations with me varied. Whitney looked for reassurance from her 

cooperating teacher after reading the article about the "judge" to see if her cooperating 

teacher was also a judge or had those tendencies. In fact, her cooperating teacher 
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reassured Whitney that she, too, could probably be classified as a “judge”. At first, 

Whitney was relieved to hear this, even though she had struggled with her cooperating 

teacher and did not admire her approach with students. 

Sylvia regularly questioned her cooperating teacher and supervisor about whether 

or not the strategies Instructor Blake was presenting in class were truly possible to 

implement with elementary students. She was primarily concerned about having the time 

to write with her students. Sylvia shared the conversation with me during our interview:  

[Instructor Blake] makes it sound like you’re supposed to be writing with them 

the whole time, which I would love to do. I kinda said that in front of my 

supervisor and CT, and they were like, "that’s not going to happen", and they had 

no concept that it’s even supposed to happen. I feel like the kids should see me 

writing. I guess that’s my concern, like, people, like, administrators — and it 

seems like Writing Workshop is dominant — but I’m worried about having to 

fight for the time and room for that. I would feel really awful if I was not allowed 

to include it.   

Sylvia’s prior experience as a teacher with little autonomy made it difficult for her to 

envision a teacher who could participate in co-writing with her students. She questioned 

why this was or was not an important part of being an effective writing teacher.  

Ali had  an epiphany about revising her work when she spoke to another teacher in 

the building about the writing process. 

She told me how she has them revise: cutting up their paper and moving the 

sentences around to where it sounds better — actually cutting it up and moving it 

around. Well, it was just this realization that it is possible, more time consuming, 
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but well worth it because instead of, let me just go through this process, boom, 

boom, boom. I’m gonna make sure each piece is as good as it can be. Because, 

I’m spending so much time on it. She told me the kids work at their own pace, 

and I just think that was that lightbulb, like, whoa, it doesn’t matter how many 

pieces I get through in a week or two, it’s how they feel about their writing. I 

really like it —I feel like it’s possible, not just a theory. 

This teacher helped Ali understand that every writer and writing process is different. This 

conversation contributed to Ali’s revised understanding of what it means to be a writer.  

Even though Skye did not describe the details of his conversations with his 

cooperating teacher, he mentioned her as a major influence in his understanding of the 

implementation of Writing Workshop. Kay regularly challenged her cooperating teacher 

about her teaching methods, but she reported that she could not get her cooperating 

teacher to engage with her about her “big questions” because of time constraints. 

It is really hard to talk to [cooperating teacher]. When I talk to her, um, I feel like 

I am stealing time that she needs. She’s always writing on the smartboard as I’m 

asking her some big question. I think she’s probably afraid to express her … 

because I’m asking her political questions. Ya know who am I? … So, at this 

meeting yesterday I asked a question about how to do guided reading to help a 

child find a main idea.  I said, “What if a child has some kind of response to this 

writing that shows higher order thinking makes a connection to this piece of 

writing and your teaching main idea what do you do?” And she said, “you use 

your teacher judgment.” After, I said to my CT, “you know, I loved your 

presentation. I’ve learned things that will help kids focus and that will certainly be 
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a problem for me. However, you didn’t answer my question. You never waste a 

moment in your room. There are no behavior management issues. You get 

everything done every single day. But, if someone has something extraordinary to 

say, do you take the time?”  

Kay reported that her conversations with school staff were more discouraging than 

helpful. 

With peers. While all of the preservice teachers participating in this study had 

conversations and discussed lesson topics or their learning about writing with their peers, 

the discourse examples included below were critical to Whitney and Ali’s transformative 

learning. Prior to the course meeting, Whitney was certain there would be other judges, 

classmates just like her who constantly evaluated their writing, but when she learned that 

she was the only one who identified as a judge she went to her peers for reassurance 

about herself. Whitney explained how she evolved as a judge in the following interaction 

I observed:   

Whitney: Even though English was very interesting to me, and I loved reading 

and writing, I stopped taking English courses and didn’t even want to write down 

my ideas about writing. Now, I’ll write five sentences and then just stop writing 

because I’ll say, “This sucks!” 

Classmate: “[Other classmate] and I are former judges but we went to AA for 

judges.”  

Whitney: “I’ll be there sometime.” 

Whitney was able to talk about her problem explicitly because she had the 

language (e.g., judge, madman), and Whitney’s comments implied that she was 
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beginning to uncover why she was so critical of writing. Here, she learned that it might 

be something she could change about herself. Prior to this course meeting, Whitney was 

not sure she could change this aspect of herself or even that she needed to. 

Ali gained reassurance about herself as a person, as a writer, and as a teacher from 

her peers in her writing group. The writing group experience with her peers was slightly 

traumatic for Ali, and when she read a piece about her insecurities to her group, they 

eventually rallied around her to try and boost her confidence. Ali described this 

experience with me during our last interview: “It scared the crap out of me. It was so 

nerve-racking. After, it was kind of like a weight was lifted off of me. I can read this out 

loud. I was able to read it with my group and go through it with them.”  

Kay commented about her lack of discourse with her peers regarding her distress 

over what she was seeing in her placement. She said,  

I’m isolated this semester because there are only two of us in the school, and I 

don’t think my thoughts are positive or productive for the other person. I’m trying 

not to talk about those things with her because I feel like it would damage her 

optimism about teaching.  

Kay’s inability to discuss her challenges with her placement class may have contributed 

to her incomplete transformation.  

With the instructor. I observed in-person interactions and reviewed written 

communication between three of the preservice teachers and Instructor Blake that could 

be described as discourse contributing to transformative learning. It was common for 

Sylvia to raise her hand or blurt out a question after a topic was discussed or a lesson 

activity had concluded. According to my observations, Sylvia often began these questions 
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with the exclamation, “Wait!” Sylvia seemed to need time to process the discussion and 

then she would pose questions or scenarios, as if to imply that things would not be as 

perfect or easy as described. For example, after a lesson on how to include free writing in 

the classroom, the class had started to transition to a break. Sylvia stayed in her seat and 

then raised her voice: “Wait!”, she called out, “Do they do some sort of…what if they 

can’t think of anything to write about?” Sylvia was always concerned about what she 

should do as a teacher if things did not go smoothly.   

Whitney described a conversation she had with Instructor Blake during the course 

meeting where she identified with being a judge in front of her peers. She explained how 

that conversation helped her think differently about writing during class. She said, 

I just told her the reason I am [a judge] is because of my experience in lower 

school. I just had my teachers judge my work so harshly and now I judge my 

work but she said, “Ya know. That’s okay. You can move away from that.” So, I 

don’t feel so freaked out that I’m gonna be a judge for the rest of my life. She just 

kinda encouraged me to let the madperson out and really write. So, when I’m in 

class, I’ve really been thinking about those words that she said to me. And just 

thinking, I’m not gonna look at this grammatically. I’m not gonna think does this 

flow really well together. I’m just gonna write my ideas down. 

Similar to her discussion with her peers, this interaction allowed Whitney to consider 

another possibility for herself as a writer.  

In many instances, Instructor Blake replied to questions preservice teachers posed 

in their reflective writing, and some participants used their daybooks as a way to 

communicate with Instructor Blake. For example, Kay often began her journal entries 
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with, “To you, Dear Writing Teacher…”.  Kay wrote papers to the instructor as though 

she was having a conversation with her. This was an opportunity for Kay to divulge how 

she was truly feeling about a topic discussed during class, a situation she observed in her 

placement classroom, or a revelation she had while reading a course text.  

With an author. Kay and Skye also used their writing assignments to engage in 

discourse with an author. Kay chose a text by Donald Murray (1989) and Skye selected a 

text by Ralph Fletcher  (2006) for their choice book assignments. In both cases, they were 

either challenged or reassured by the author of the text they were reading. Kay described 

how she “talked back” to Donald Murray and compared what she was learning from his 

book to what she was seeing in her placement:  

I’ve always wanted to read Donald Murray. You know, I take the bus and metro, 

and I have the book and my daybook, and I’m on the metro having this 

conversation with Donald Murray. I can barely read through sentences without 

having to talk back or write something um…. Like he speaks to what I don’t like 

about the way students are being taught at [placement school] because it’s not 

about thinking, it’s about citing evidence. It’s making a grocery list, it’s not 

interactive within a thinking way; it’s fitting into a template. I think, God, we are 

going to create a real stupid group of people. If this is how we are going to teach 

kids, we are going to have the stupidest society ever. So, I read Donald Murray 

and then I go on a little rant about things and then I write back. So, I’m having 

this interaction. He’s like another teacher. I really like it! It makes me do 

something. It’s rare that I would read a chapter and interact like this. 
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Similarly, Skye would read sections of Boy Writers (Fletcher, 2006) and felt the 

need to write daily reflections about how he was making sense of his experience learning 

to write in elementary school after reading what Ralph Fletcher wrote. In fact, Skye even 

labeled his experience reading and reflecting on the book as transformative. In our last 

interview, he told me,  

I don’t throw this word around lightly, but it was sort of a transformation for me. 

I’ve written and reflected a lot about my own experience as a writer in elementary 

school and how difficult and painful that was for me. I learned so much more 

about that experience 35 years later by taking this class. I had this big ‘Ah ha’ in 

reading [Boy Writers].  All these years, I was thinking that it was some personal 

shortcoming —not being able to write in elementary school — when in actuality 

it wasn’t me and that I wasn’t alone in how I felt. Many elementary school 

students, many boys, felt that way and it was my teachers in terms of what they 

were doing or not doing for me and that was really eye-opening, incredibly eye-

opening…. In a lot of ways it gave me some closure on things. It’s not as if I 

pined or dwelled on those things over the years, but it’s something that clearly 

was still a healed wound that was there, but that was kind of triggered going 

through the class and reading the things I read and reflecting on the things I 

reflected on was the fact that …it allowed me to think differently about it, which 

was an incredibly positive and empowering thing for me.  

Trying Out New Roles and Gaining Confidence  

Experimenting with new roles and gaining confidence in those roles are both 

individual phases in transformative learning, according to Mezirow (1991). Neither phase 
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was included in the first conceptual framework I designed for this study. In the process of 

analyzing participants’ data, I discovered these phases were essential to these 

participants’ transformations. When the five participants tried out new roles, this was 

their opportunity to experience another possibility and understand another way of being. 

Because most participants’ transformed habits of mind were about themselves or 

psychological, they needed to gain self-confidence in this new way of being before they 

could decide to act. Sharing these phases of participants’ transformation is crucial to 

understanding the arc of their experience. Table 19 below indicates how each participant 

tried out new roles and gained confidence in those roles. Several examples are also 

included in the following narrative.  

Table 19 

 

How Participants Tried Out New Roles and Gained Confidence 

Participant Trying out new roles and gaining confidence 

Ali • Participated in regular in-class free writing 

• “To be a good writer, you have to continue to write and re-write.”  

Kay • Practiced with writing in different genres and for different purposes 

and dismissing peer feedback while remaining “strong” in her 

writing  

Skye • Practiced teaching Writing Workshop risk-free in his placement and 

felt successful 

• More comfortable with his own writing 

Sylvia • Taught lessons in her placement and allowed herself to have fun; 

saw success with placement students 

• Wrote with her placement students  

• Allowed herself to write without an inner critic 

Whitney • Wrote in cursive or short-hand to get ideas out 

• Read her piece in author’s chair and received positive feedback  

• Moved forward without re-reading and correcting  

 

Participating in a course where preservice teachers were asked to engage in 

writing exercises, share writing through Writing Workshop and practice teaching in 

internship classrooms provided ample opportunities for them to try out new roles. All 
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preservice teachers tried out being a writer, a different kind of writer, or a writer with 

more confidence. Whereas all preservice teachers also had at least one opportunity to try 

out being a writing teacher, this part of the course was fundamental to Sylvia and Skye’s 

transformations. Not surprisingly, Sylvia and Skye reported practicing their learning in 

their placement frequently. Although Kay critically reflected and tried to engage in 

discourse about teaching writing, this was where her transformation as a writing teacher 

stopped. (A deeper reflection on Kay's stalled transformation is provided at the end of 

this chapter and in Chapter 6). After and during trying out new roles, the preservice 

teachers began to notice how they were changing as writers and writing teachers; 

recognizing this change gave them confidence in their reframed perspectives.  

Ali, Whitney and Kay tried out being a writer or a different kind of writer. It took 

Ali some time, practice, reflection, and discussion with others to realize her perspective 

of herself as a writer ought to be revised. Ali began to transform her understanding of 

how good writing evolves and acknowledged that revision was a part of that process.  She 

said,  

I definitely don’t feel like I was a good writer before. I wouldn’t share my writing 

or revise it. I’m learning that to be a good writer, you have to continue to write 

and re-write. That’s an integral part of what writing is, and I’m finally opening to 

that.  

Once she realized revising is what writers do, Ali experimented with revising her writing 

to become a better writer.   

Similarly, Whitney experimented with rough-draft writing and sharing her 

writing; practice in these areas was key to transforming her mindset about writing. She 
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described how desperately she wanted to stop constantly evaluating her writing, by 

saying things like, “I need to stop doing that!” when talking about her current writing 

process. Whitney then described how she slowly tried out writing in a different way: “My 

handwriting is so perfect, but I’m trying to write in cursive or shorthand to just get out 

my ideas.” Once she received reassurance through discourse and had some practice, she 

began to view her writing differently. She told me, “When I’m trying to make it sound 

good, I feel like I’m a horrible writer and I hate it…it’s like pulling teeth. When I’m free 

writing, I feel like, ‘this is good and interesting.’”  Whitney and Ali both commented that 

challenging themselves and writing a piece out of their “comfort zone” and then sharing 

it with their writing groups made them “more confident” about their writing.   

Kay also spoke in the beginning the course about not feeling like a confident 

writer in the types of genres that she wanted to write. In a reflection piece at the end of 

the course, she wrote, “I began this course feeling shame and embarrassment about the 

way I approached certain kinds of writing. In the past, nothing I wrote ever felt finished 

or good enough. I’m surprised to discover I can write this way.” Kay experimented with 

using writing as a way to communicate with her sister after a disagreement and this 

resulted in the repair of their relationship. Kay displayed how she was gaining confidence 

about her writing in different genres when she shared that she was dismissing her peers’ 

feedback. She said,  

I feel more confident because I wasn’t hurt by any [peer feedback]. I thought, “I 

don’t have to absorb this.” What I think might be good writing might not be what 

you think is good writing, and we all have our own taste.  I actually have a lot of 
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confidence in my judgment about that. I can be in the group, but I don’t have to 

take the feedback.  

In their placements, Sylvia and Skye had “safe” opportunities to try out their new 

understandings of what it meant to be a writing teacher. Skye even spoke about how he 

taught a lesson “on the fly.” They both described how these opportunities were 

confirming their revised beliefs about writing and what writing and teaching writing can 

do for students. Sylvia said in her lesson reflection, “I have never seen a group of kids so 

excited to hear a story about my life. I love that my exciting story inspired them to 

brainstorm their own exciting seed stories.”  

Action 

The last phase of transformative learning is “a desire to fit the perspective into the 

broader context of one’s life” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 161) through acting or planning to act 

on an “informed and reflective decision” (Mezirow, 2009, p. 22). Table 20 summarizes 

the ways participants acted or planned to act with their revised perspective. 

Table 20 

 

How Participants Acted or Planned to Act with Their New Perspective 

Participant Action or plans for action 

Ali • Has started to revise writing and sees the benefits  

•  “Owns” her writing and wants students to write for themselves 

Kay • “I feel like I could write short stories. I feel like I could keep at this 

and become a writer.” 

• Moved forward in relationship with sister 

Skye • Continuing to meet with writing group 

• Plans to teach writing  

• Will set up a “judgment-free writing classroom” 

Sylvia • Be less judgmental about writing and students’ writing 

• “It doesn’t just come to you… you’re not just a writer” 

• Excited about a career teaching writing 
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Participant Action or plans for action 

Whitney • Likes writing 

• Confident in writing  

• Happy to share writing 

 

There are a few instances of participants having acted on their newly formed 

perspectives, but planning to act is also evidence of this phase of transformative learning 

and those findings are included in the paragraphs below. When the learning that resulted 

from a transformative experience was personal (e.g., self as a writer, writing beliefs, or 

understanding of writing history), the evidence of action was often clearer in the data and 

more immediate.  

For example, Whitney recognized that it was not necessarily her writing that was 

poor but that it was her confidence. She had reframed her understanding of herself as a 

writer and this resulted in her wanting to write more. She wrote,  

This class helped make me confident and sure of what I write. Although my 

writing may not have changed that much, my confidence in my writing has 

changed tremendously. I feel that I am a flourishing learner, a confident writer, 

and will be a successful writing teacher. Looking back to that first day of class 

and the anxiety that I felt, I realize how far I have come.  

By the end of the course, Ali described how she was more willing to revise her writing 

and this led to a dramatic change in her perception of writing. She said,  

I’m not as afraid to look back in my writing and make it stronger or have someone 

else look at it. So, I feel like that’s opened me up as a writer – I’m more aware of 

that. It’s okay if there are mistakes. It doesn’t have to be perfect, and I’m okay 

with that now. 
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As she moved through the course, Ali realized she could use the process of writing to 

better understand herself without having to worry about others’ opinions of her writing:   

At first, I thought writing was supposed to help with our learning by taking notes, 

constructing lessons. I realize that my writing isn’t only for that. My writing was 

for me. I don’t need to have perfect grammar. I don’t have to spell things 

correctly. Writing is a process that is incredibly personal. The writer chooses 

what steps to take. I choose. I decide what I can and won’t include in my writing. 

Ali planned to continue to use her daybook so her future students would have models of 

personal writing, plus now she enjoyed it.  

 The reflective writing Kay did during the course was deeply personal. For Kay, 

the course was more a “self-exploration” than it was “about teaching.” In fact, Kay used 

her writing to understand “why and who” she was and to mend a relationship with her 

sister. She shared with me how surprised she was that her writing could be so influential: 

“I think that line [in her story] did more for our relationship than anything any of the 

numerous conversations we’ve had … there’s the power of writing. It was so unexpected 

– it was nothing that I would’ve anticipated from taking this writing course.” She 

continued and described the transformative process she experienced:  

Over and over, there were epiphanies every time I wrote. I don’t think I’ve ever 

liked anything I’ve written, I never feel like I’m finished. To have a new self-

respect of my writing was a new experience. I think it was completely 

transformative: it transformed me as a writer, it transformed me in a lot of my 

personal relationships.  
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Not only did Kay plan to continue to write, this new respect for her writing led Kay to 

believe she could have a career as a writer. She said, “I feel like I could keep at this and 

become a writer. I feel like I could write short stories. I do.”   

Participants’ plans to act as future writing teachers were evident when preservice 

teachers wrote their post-course reflection papers and, in our final interview, when I 

asked them to share how they see themselves teaching writing in the future. For some of 

the participants, personal transformations impacted their plans for future teaching action. 

Skye reframed his understandings of his experiences learning to write; this realization, 

coupled with his experience in the course culminated in his decision to become a writing 

teacher. When I asked if his experience in the course had changed him at all, he told me, 

Well, the thing that’s the most telling is, now, I want to teach language arts; I 

want to teach writing. God, if you would’ve said 35 years ago to me that I would 

be wanting to teach writing, I would’ve thought you were insane.  

Sylvia began the course highly critical of her own writing and others’ and 

uncertain that it was possible for her to teach writing after her awful experience several 

years prior. Sylvia left the course feeling “calmer” about writing and “judging” writing 

less. Sylvia also looked forward to her new career: “I think it has made me excited in a 

way I haven’t been. Seeing the Instructor so excited…knowing that’s it’s possible to turn 

the thing I love into a meaningful career — I’m excited about that.”  

Instances When Transformation Did Not Occur  

Why do some individuals transform their perspectives and others do not? Even 

when educators set conditions conducive to transformative learning that involve learner-

centered opportunities to critically reflect or participate in discourse, transformations do 
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not always occur. A learner must choose to engage in transforming their perspectives. An 

educator cannot evoke perspective transformation on demand, and nothing ensures a 

learner will transform their assumptions or beliefs (Mezirow, 1991). In this case, Dana 

and Kay used the course and accompanying experiences to confirm perspectives and 

habits of mind they held prior to or at the start of the course, as opposed to transforming 

them. 

  Dana’s perspectives about writing (e.g., “writing is a chore,” “writing isn’t for 

everyone”), teaching writing (e.g., young students can’t really write), and herself as a 

writer remained constant throughout the course. Although Dana shared that she enjoyed 

the course and “got a lot of good information”, she reported she did not change as a 

writer nor did her writing change; the data I collected corroborated her claim.  

Throughout the course, Dana was not afraid to share her perspectives about writing, 

primarily her dislike for writing. She expressed several habits of mind that had the 

potential to be reframed during the course — describing herself as a “very self-conscious 

writer” or that “writing is a chore”— but, there was no evidence that Dana engaged in 

any of the aspects of transformative learning. Dana did not believe it was a dilemma 

when I asked how someone who does not like writing could be a teacher of writing. In 

fact, she did not see it as a problem; she simply felt as though she would be good at 

teaching other subjects. She continued by saying, “I don’t find writing relaxing and some 

people don’t — it’s not for everyone, and I don’t think we should be pushing it.”  

I did not see any evidence of her questioning her perspectives or reflecting on her 

beliefs. She resorted to agreeing that she would teach Writing Workshop or try certain 

parts of Writing Workshop, such as modeling, only because it was the way she was 
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taught. At the end of the course, Dana still believed that Writing Workshop was “far-

fetched” with elementary students.  

Dana’s initial beliefs about writing seemed to intensify by our last interview. For 

example, she described herself as “more of a judge” because she found herself focusing 

on spelling and grammatical errors, simply because the volume of writing she was 

exposed to had increased. In addition, she thought she would never be a writer because 

she still did not enjoy writing, and she did not see the point in writing. Dana said, “I feel 

like there should be a purpose for it all… I don’t see how writing has a purpose.”  

Kay’s experience was transformative in that she thought differently about herself as a 

writer and in her personal relationships, but her views on teaching writing effectively did 

not change. Kay could not move past her dilemma of intern teaching in a school that, 

according to Kay, taught writing in direct opposition to the way she believed writing 

should be taught. Kay did reflect critically about her experiences when she questioned if 

she really knew the best approach to teaching writing: “maybe I am wrong, maybe I’m 

just a romantic”, Kay said at one point during her experience. She also engaged in 

discourse with others in an attempt to reconcile the disequilibrium she was feeling about 

her intern placement. Kay tried to ask her cooperating teacher about her rationale for 

using certain methods; yet, she was discouraged by the responses she received, and, 

instead, she confirmed her beliefs about what she was observing with what she was 

reading for the course. With the exception of a course assignment, Kay never really tried 

out teaching in her placement because she was not given the opportunity. And, as 

opposed to gaining confidence as a future writing teacher, she left feeling less confident 

in her ability to teach the disadvantaged students she hoped to work with. Ultimately, her 
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solution was to try and stop thinking about the conflict she faced; and, by the end of the 

course, Kay seemed to lose hope in a future of teaching writing. She told me, “This 

semester has been destructive for me. I haven’t taught. I see and theorize in my own 

head.”  

Summary  

In this chapter, I shared the results from an analysis in which I matched 

participant data to the process of transformation introduced by Mezirow (1991). Five of 

the preservice teachers in this study transformed previously unquestioned habits of mind 

about writing, themselves as writers, teaching writing, or their experiences learning to 

write. I illuminated each transformative learning experience, which included participants’ 

encounters with disorienting dilemmas, the topics they critically reflected about, how and 

with whom they engaged in discourse, the new roles they tried out and gained confidence 

in, as well as the action they took or planned to take with their reframed perspective.  
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Chapter 6: Interpretations, Conclusions and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to describe how six elementary preservice teachers 

learned to teach writing through a nontraditional approach. Furthermore, by analyzing 

participant data using Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) transformative learning framework, this 

study offered a view of how this unique learning experience was transformative for five 

of the participants. In order to fully understand the experiences of my six participants, I 

conducted a multiple case study and collected three forms of data over the duration of the 

course. I interviewed each of the six participants three times, observed all 13 course 

meetings, and analyzed their writing assignments.   

In this last chapter, I first provide a summary of the major findings that emerged 

from the study and a revised conceptual framework that integrated learning to teach 

writing and transformative learning theory. Then, I make interpretations and draw 

conclusions from the findings and the existing literature on elementary preservice 

teachers learning to teach writing. Next, I explain how using Mezirow’s theory as a 

framework enhanced my understandings of preservice teachers’ experiences learning to 

teach writing. I also describe several instances where I found the framework to be 

problematic and address the challenge presented in understanding why transformative 

learning was not evident for one participant. Finally, I suggest recommendations for 

teacher educators and future research based on the conclusions.   

Summary of Findings and Revised Conceptual Framework 

For my six participants, findings in seven categories made up their experience of 

learning to teach writing: learning to write, start of course beliefs, course experiences, 

sharing writing, intern placement, course learning, and change in beliefs. The individual 
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case write-ups were mindfully included in Chapter 4 to highlight the unique experience 

for each participant. While findings emerged in the seven categories named above, many 

of the categories are interconnected, overlap and influence one another. Furthermore, in 

analyzing participant data through the lens of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, I 

learned that five of six of my participants had experienced a disorienting dilemma related 

to writing or an aspect of the course. They engaged in critical reflection about themselves 

as writers or their understandings of writing, participated in discourse to better 

understand their experiences with writing, tried out new ways of being a writer or writing 

teacher, gained confidence in those new roles, and then made plans to act on reframed 

perspectives of themselves as writers and writing teachers. From the data gathered, the 

revised conceptual framework, presented in Figure 2 and explained below, demonstrates 

how the five preservice teachers’ experiences intersect with aspects of Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory.  

This conceptual framework differs from the one presented in Chapter 2 in three 

ways. First, preservice teachers’ learning to write experiences were significant in shaping 

their beliefs about writing and themselves as writers at the start of the course, and this 

was not included in the initial conceptual framework. Preservice teachers entered the 

language arts methods course with beliefs about writing and themselves as writers. 

Originally, my framework began with a disorienting dilemma, but findings revealed that 

the disorienting dilemma was caused by the interaction between preservice teachers’ 

beliefs and a requirement of the course (e.g., to write frequently or to share their writing), 

a course reading, or the accompanying internship placement. Second, after completing 
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the study, I included sharing writing and the intern placement as crucial components of 

participants’ transformative experiences.  

The disorienting dilemma provoked a process of critical reflection that took place 

for participants throughout the course. They self-reflected critically by questioning the 

assumptions they had formed with shame. Critical self-reflection took place in reflective 

writing exercises assigned by Instructor Blake, but it also happened during discourse with 

their peers, their cooperating teacher or supervisor, an author, and with the researcher 

during interviews. In addition to using discourse to gain a deeper meaning of their 

experience, participants sought reassurance. Critical reflection and discourse remained 

central aspects of the framework, but occurred throughout the course and this is now 

indicated in the graphic representation. 

Third, I had previously suggested that critical reflection would result in action on 

a reframed perspective, but the original conceptual framework was missing several other 

key aspects of participants’ experiences. As participants learned more from the course 

about how to teach writing, they started to change their beliefs and reframe their 

perspectives about who they were as writers, what they understood about writing and 

who they wanted to be as writing teachers. Through further participation in the course 

activities — being a writer and sharing writing in a peer writing group —  and practice 

teaching in their placement, they began to gain confidence in themselves and see 

themselves as writers or teachers of writing. Participants then described how they 

planned to act, following the course, within these reframed perspectives.    
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Figure 2. Preservice teacher perspective transformation  
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Interpretations and Conclusions 

In this section, I synthesize findings across the seven categories and in relation to 

the literature in order to provide interpretative insights and draw conclusions related to 

the first research question that guided this study: How do elementary preservice teachers 

experience learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course where they are 

asked to engage in a Writing Workshop?  

Interpretation 1) Learning to Write  

With the exception of several surprises, the findings in this category mirrored 

other studies that explored elementary preservice teachers learning to teach writing. 

Almost all participants in this study remembered more negative experiences about 

learning to write during their K-12 schooling than they did positive ones, and this 

coincides with the research that examines elementary preservice teachers’ prior 

experiences with writing (see Gardner, 2014; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 

2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014). Half of the participants in this study reported that 

“red pen” marks by teachers or family members led them to be more discouraged with 

their writing, yet still uncertain about how to improve their writing. Similarly, in the 

extant research, preservice teachers recalled critical feedback from K-12 teachers and 

their use of the “red pen” as negative experiences with writing in school that left lasting 

impressions (Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007).  

Ali, Kay and Sylvia each shared a positive memory of a teacher submitting their 

paper for a contest or encouraging them to do more reflecting in their writing, but — with 

the exception of Sylvia — those memories were not as prominent as their negative 
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teacher experiences. In this study, the enduring teacher memories were mostly negative; 

Skye, Dana and Whitney did not share a single positive K-12 teacher experience. 

Personal writing outside of school and journal writing were compelling positive 

memories for Ali, Kay and Sylvia, and this is supported the literature (e.g., Draper et al., 

2000; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Norman & Spencer, 2005). Other researchers found 

that preservice teachers recalled K-12 teachers as the most prominent influence in 

learning to write, positive or negative (Lickteig et al., 1999; Morgan, 2010; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005). Yet, in this study, K-12 teachers were the strongest influence when the 

situation was negative, but journal writing outside of school was a stronger positive 

influence.    

Instructional methods used and the focus of K-12 instruction also had an impact 

on preservice teachers’ experiences learning to write. Every participant but Dana 

described a focus on grammar, essay writing in response to reading, handwriting or 

worksheets when they described their K-12 writing experiences. And, not surprisingly, 

recounting these instructional strategies used by their teachers evoked mostly negative 

memories. Similarly, the overwhelming majority of research that examines elementary 

preservice teachers’ K-12 writing experiences links negative experiences with traditional 

writing pedagogies including essay writing, a focus on mechanics and conventions, 

spelling exercises, the use of worksheets, copying, and penmanship (Draper et al. 2000; 

Gardner, 2014; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2001; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Norman & 

Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Watson & Lacina, 2002). As the writing 

process movement was started almost 40 years ago, it would be likely that teacher 
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educators and researchers would see a change in the pedagogies preservice teachers 

report when asked to recall their experiences learning to write.  

In fact, Whitney and Dana — two of the younger participants in this study — did 

name activities like, “free writing”, having choice in the topics they wrote about, and 

sharing their writing aloud or with peers for feedback when recounting their experiences. 

From their descriptions, these activities did not comprise a process approach to writing or 

the Writing Workshop model. Ironically, both Whitney and Dana shared these as 

memorable moments during elementary school because they were distressing events. 

Essentially, comparing their writing to their peers’ left them discouraged about their own 

ability to write freely or descriptively.  

When examining their K-12 experiences, Whitney and Dana communicated that 

the progressive strategies used by their teachers resulted in negative outcomes. However, 

this contradicted the findings of other studies reviewed for this research. In the literature, 

preservice teachers cited creative writing as a positive memory (Draper et al., 2000; 

Tracy et al., 2014). It is possible that because, as elementary students, Whitney and Dana 

experienced isolated progressive strategies as opposed to an integrated and positive 

Writing Workshop experience, they were discouraged with their own experiences 

learning to write. This finding serves as a reminder that a teacher cannot expect to be 

effective in building students’ identities as writers by merely selecting a few sound 

instructional techniques.  

Interpretation 2) Start of Course Beliefs 

A handful of researchers found that the majority of preservice teachers they 

studied were confident writers at the start of their preparation programs (Bowie, 1996; 
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Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; 

Norman & Spencer, 2005); however, more of the research indicates preservice teachers 

enter preparation programs insecure about their writing ability or as non-writers 

(Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; Lickteig et al., 1999; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Stockinger, 2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002). Whitney, Dana, and Ali had negative images 

of themselves as writers, corresponding with the majority of the existing research. Not a 

single preservice teacher in this study was overwhelmingly positive when describing 

themselves as a writer.  

Most of the research suggests preservice teachers’ self-as-writer image is 

dichotomous, either clearly good or bad, when entering preparation programs (Morgan & 

Pytash, 2014). I found that the preservice teachers who believed they were “bad” writers 

or non-writers at the start of the course (Whitney, Dana, and Ali), firmly described 

themselves as such. On the other hand, the remaining three preservice teachers (Skye, 

Kay, and Sylvia) were ambiguous and would not label themselves as “good” writers 

without qualifying their statements. Sylvia thought she was “pretty good”, but described 

how difficult and stressful it is to write. Kay reacted positively when asked to describe 

herself as a writer at the start of the course because she was enjoying the reflective 

writing in the program; she said “it” was “great” referring to the act of writing, not 

herself as a writer. Lastly, Skye said he was a “work in progress”. In a study of 42 

elementary preservice teachers, Lenski and Pardieck (1999) labeled these types of writers 

— those whose self-images could not be classified as positive or negative— as having 

“weak writing identities”. Similarly, Street (2003) labeled several writers in his study as 

“improving, but reluctant” or “improving, but anxious” at the start of a language arts 
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methods course. In both of these studies, preservice teachers who did not have strong 

feelings either way believed, prior to the start of a methods course, their writing ability 

was task specific. However, in my study, only Ali mentioned she was “better” at writing 

reflective pieces. Kay was enjoying reflective writing but doubted her ability to write 

fiction. The data did not suggest that hesitancy in one genre significantly influenced these 

preservice teachers’ writing identities.  

What was apparent in the data for at least three of the participants (Ali, Whitney 

and Sylvia) was negative self-talk. Ali, Whitney and Sylvia reported being highly critical 

of their writing and “second guessing” every word or sentence as they wrote. In the 

findings, I described this as being tormented by the idea of perfect writing; each of these 

participants was striving for perfect every time they began a writing project, causing their 

anxiety about the act of writing to soar. Lenski and Pardieck (1999) suggested that 

negative self-talk was a major cause of writing apprehension and explained that “writers 

who are self-critical and experience self-deprecating thoughts raise their apprehension 

about writing tasks, whether or not they are actually poor writers” (p. 276). Whitney 

made this discovery at the end of the course when she pointed out that it was her 

confidence that was poor, not her writing ability. This highlights the need to acknowledge 

preservice teachers’ negative self-talk during writing and provide opportunities to 

transform negative self-talk into positive self-talk. Some recommendations for teacher 

educators are included at the end of this chapter.  

Interpretation 3) How Learning to Write Shapes Writing Beliefs  

What is absent from Chapter 4 is an analysis of the participants’ experiences 

learning to write relative to their beliefs at the start of the course. As demonstrated by the 
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preservice teachers in this study, early experiences learning to write do subsequently 

inform preservice teachers’ beliefs about writing and their writer self-image (see e.g., 

Draper et al., 2000; Gardner, 2014; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 

2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). Sylvia 

shared the most positive memories of learning to write; at the start of the course, Sylvia 

placed a tremendous value on writing, felt she was a decent writer, and often wrote for 

pleasure. Whitney and Dana both remembered an overall feeling of defeat as young 

writers. As preservice teachers, Whitney and Dana began the course believing they were 

poor writers, found writing difficult and loathed writing. 

It is important to note that Skye also shared “painful” experiences learning to 

write but began the course more confident in his writing than Whitney and Dana. He was 

also about 20 years older and a career changer who had to do some creative writing in his 

previous field. Skye acknowledged that he had to find, on his own, an effective writing 

process years after grade school. Kay, also a career changer who wrote regularly in her 

previous job, remembered a mix of positive and negative learning to write experiences 

yet relished the opportunity to write for this program. Skye and Kay, though impacted by 

their experiences learning to write, were farther removed from those experiences and 

seemed to be less tied to the writers they were as grade school students. None of the 

research on preservice teachers learning to teach writing that I reviewed for this study 

discussed how career changers, older preservice teachers or graduate students differed in 

their attitudes towards writing or images of themselves as writers. In fact, 18 of the 22 

studies reviewed included only participants who were in their early to mid-twenties and 

completing their bachelors in education. As there was no other research to explain this 
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occurrence, these findings might suggest older preservice teachers — more likely to have 

experienced traditional teaching methods when learning to write — are also more likely 

to have had more exposure to writing outside of school and opportunities to find their 

own writing processes. Thus, early writing experiences may be suppressed, making it 

even more imperative to ask preservice to recount those experiences as not to replicate 

them with their future students.  

Preservice teachers experienced learning to teach writing through their beliefs 

about themselves as writers and beliefs about writing in general. For the most part, these 

beliefs, perspectives, and writing habits were informed by their prior experiences with 

writing, primarily K-12 school experiences. When it comes to training elementary 

teachers to teach writing, we cannot ignore preservice teachers’ learning experiences. Nor 

can we neglect to examine their current beliefs and perspectives about writing and their 

images of themselves as writers. Without intervention, negative attitudes towards writing 

as a preservice teacher can lead to a lack of attention to writing and a lack of concern for 

cultivating writers in an inservice teacher’s classroom. Street (2003) found that, for some 

prospective teachers, the negative impact as schoolchildren was so significant that images 

of themselves as struggling writers did not fade; as a result, they were unable to visualize 

themselves as effective writing teachers. A clear example in this study of how an insecure 

writer can only imagine herself as a poor writing teacher was Dana; she said, “You can’t 

be good at everything…I hope they have a really awesome writing teacher in the next 

grade.” 

Interpretation 4) Connecting Course Experiences to Learning and Change in Beliefs  
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It was important to separate finding categories in Chapter 4 in order to illuminate 

the varied experiences of each preservice teacher. However, in drawing conclusions for 

Chapter 6, it is crucial to illustrate preservice teachers’ perceptions of how their course 

experiences influenced their learning about teaching writing and provoked changes in 

their beliefs about writing and themselves as writers. Thus, this next section weaves six 

course elements with what participants learned from them and how those activities 

inspired changes in their beliefs.  

a) Instructor Blake’s enthusiasm for writing had a positive influence on 

preservice teachers. When the preservice teachers in this study spoke about how they 

enjoyed their experience in the course, they frequently mentioned Instructor Blake. In 

addition to the strategies she used, they named her passion for writing and how she 

shared herself with them through her writing as qualities that made the course valuable. 

The participants in this study cited Instructor Blake’s love for writing as something that 

encouraged them to write and want to learn more about teaching writing throughout the 

course.  

Yet, an instructor’s love for writing or passion for writing was noticeably absent 

from much of the research on teaching preservice teachers about writing instruction. This 

is especially interesting because many researchers highlighted the importance of 

elementary teachers being writers or having positive writing attitudes in their own 

literature reviews; furthermore, in nine of the studies reviewed for this research that 

examined the impact of specific pedagogies in a methods course (see Collier et al., 2015; 

Gardner, 2014; Kaufman, 2009; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 

2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002), the researcher(s) was also the 
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instructor in all but two (Gardner, 2014; Street, 2003). In an effort to show how course 

strategies like autobiographical writing, peer feedback and modeling were all important, 

many of these researchers/instructors left out how their own attitudes or beliefs impacted 

the preservice teachers in their courses.  

b) By being a “co-writer”, Instructor Blake reassured preservice teachers in 

their writing while inspiring them to write more and take risks in writing. In the 

literature, two researchers/instructors did convey a passion for writing and showed this by 

being a writer with their preservice teachers (Kaufman, 2009; Stockinger, 2007). 

Kaufman (2009) found that by sharing his writing and modeling that he was also a writer, 

the preservice teachers in his course were motivated to write and felt more comfortable 

knowing that he struggled with writing at times. Stockinger (2007) also believed the 

preservice teachers in her course were motivated by the authentic writing she did during 

the course. Similarly, Instructor Blake wrote while the preservice teachers were writing 

and shared her writing frequently with them.  

While I did not interview Instructor Blake as part of the data collection for this 

study, she emphasized in a note to me that being a “co-writer” with her students was an 

essential part of her teaching philosophy. Whitney stated specifically that Instructor 

Blake encouraged her to write by writing with them and sharing her own writing. Skye 

felt this made Instructor Blake more “honest” about writing and as a person. Because of 

the co-writing example Instructor Blake set, Ali, Sylvia and Kay were all determined to 

find ways to write alongside their future students. Every preservice teacher (with the 

exception of Dana) felt that this act humanized the instructor and lessened the pressure of 

writing. Preservice teachers were also reassured as writers through course experiences 
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such as reflective writing. 

c) Through opportunities to write reflectively, preservice teachers became 

more aware of current and past writing and teaching experiences, and they 

evaluated the impact of those experiences. Instructor Blake did not require her students 

to write an autobiographical piece as other researchers/instructors did (see e.g., Napoli, 

2001; Norman & Spencer, 2005; Stockinger, 2007). Although, participants in this study 

reflected on their experiences learning to write with me in interviews and sometimes in 

response to what they were reading. For example, Whitney began to label herself a judge 

after reading an article for the course. In reflecting on her experiences learning to write 

and this reading during our interview, she began to recognize that she was a judge as a 

result of those experiences. In the same fashion, Skye compared his experiences learning 

to write with the teaching Ralph Fletcher (2006) describes in Boy Writers.  

Napoli (2001) noted that reflecting on negative learning to write experiences not 

only made preservice teachers aware of these experiences, but it also helped them 

imagine better possibilities for their students. Although Instructor Blake offered ample 

opportunities for reflection, none of the assignments explicitly asked preservice teachers 

to reflect on prior experiences with writing or learning to write. Therefore, it is unclear 

how deeply the preservice teachers in this study would have reflected on their learning to 

write experiences if they had not been asked to do so in interviews with me. Reflecting 

on their experiences learning to write transformed both Skye and Whitney’s 

understanding of themselves as writers; it also stressed how a teacher can impact a 

student. 
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In the language arts methods course that was the context for this study, daybooks 

were intended to be used for a plethora of writing and reflecting purposes. In the syllabus 

for the course, Instructor Blake wrote: “Daybooks are writers’ notebooks that include 

notes, drafts, brainstorms, connections, reflections, anecdotal references, musings, 

drawings, and anything else you as a learner would find useful”. In the broader existing 

research, instructors used writer’s notebooks in teacher preparation methods courses for 

gathering ideas and trying out different types of writing (Gardner, 2014; Stockinger, 

2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002) and for reflective journaling about field experiences or 

their learning (Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007). Although some of the preservice teachers 

in this study used the daybook for free writing and other writing exercises during the 

course, its primary purpose was for responding to reading and reflecting on the teaching 

they observed in their placement classroom. Whitney and Kay reflected on the teaching 

they observed in their daybook. Kay and Skye also responded to course readings using 

their daybook. Dana said she used the daybook as a to-do list and as a place to keep ideas 

for teaching. Sylvia was the only one who mentioned occasional “creative” writing in her 

daybook, but she prefaced that by saying she usually left it at home because it was “too 

big to carry around.”  

I had hypothesized before this course began that preservice teachers would find 

their daybook one of the most influential aspects of the course because they would use it 

daily to gather writing ideas and see themselves evolve as writers. Instead, it was 

primarily a tool used for reflection. Napoli (2001) found that reflective journaling while 

learning to teach writing aided in forming preservice teachers’ writing teacher identities. 

Whitney used her daybook to reflect on the teaching she observed and how that teaching 
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made students feel. This reflective process was essential in shaping her writing teacher 

identity as she contemplated about how teacher actions can be profoundly impactful. 

Reflective writing opportunities can allow preservice teachers to compare, contrast and 

synthesize the teaching they experienced as K-12 students with the teaching they are 

reading and learning about in their course, and with the teaching they are observing in 

their placement classrooms. Preservice teachers also reflected on specific writing 

strategies Instructor Blake modeled. 

d) Instructor Blake’s modeling of writing teaching strategies provided 

preservice teachers with a picture of how to teach Writing Workshop to their future 

students. Modeling student-centered strategies, or strategies to-go as they were known in 

Instructor Blake’s class, were opportunities to learn about different aspects of the writing 

process or the Writing Workshop model (e.g., how to help students brainstorm ideas with 

a heart map) while trying the strategies as their own students would. Kaufmann (2009) 

labeled this type of modeling as “the craft of teaching,” which he categorized as an 

academic benefit of his modeling in class. In a student evaluation, one preservice teacher 

in his course explained that this type of modeling “made it possible and easy for [her] to 

implement these behaviors into [her] own lessons” (p. 344). Likewise, the preservice 

teachers in this study all chose a strategy Instructor Blake had modeled when they taught 

their mini-lesson in their placement classroom.  

Modeling was essential to preservice teachers’ learning because it gave them a 

clear vision about how to actually teach writing (Kaufmann, 2009; Stockinger, 2007; 

Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002). This was especially important because none 

of the preservice teachers in this study learned to write through a process model or 
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Writing Workshop model. Additionally, preservice teachers had the opportunity to 

workshop one of their writing pieces during the course. 

e) Acting as writers developed preservice teachers’ writing identities while 

simultaneously advancing their understandings of how to develop future students’ 

writing identities. Another required assignment for the course was to take a “choice” 

piece of writing through to revision. This assignment allowed the preservice teachers to 

experience every aspect of the writing process, including receiving peer and instructor 

feedback. Participating in this assignment and in other free-writing exercises during class 

resulted in many opportunities to write. Being “positioned as writers” (Gardner, 2014, p. 

131) and having similar writing experiences as future students through the Writing 

Workshop model (Collier et al., 2015; Morgan, 2010; Tracy et al., 2014) were also 

utilized as effective strategies in the existing research.  

All of the preservice teachers in this study, except Dana, found in-class writing 

and workshopping their own writing piece valuable. In fact, Dana felt the in-class writing 

took time away from her learning the strategies. Similarly, while trying to encourage 

“living a writer life” (Fletcher, 1996) by asking preservice teachers to use their notebooks 

to gather ideas for writing, Watson and Lacina (2002) also found that most preservice 

teachers viewed this as busywork.  

On the other hand, most preservice teachers in this study found that experiencing 

the Writing Workshop model from start to finish — idea gathering to publication — 

helped them develop as writing teachers. They learned about the importance of offering 

students choice in the topics they want to write about and in their writing process (Collier 

et al., 2015; Tracy, 2014). Preservice teachers, especially Ali, also discovered how 
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powerful the idea of ownership over one’s writing can be (Collier et al., 2015). In 

addition, by continuing to write and revise, writing became easier. Preservice teachers 

began to see themselves as writers (Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007) and be more 

confident in their writing (Morgan, 2010; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002) 

because they now had a better understanding of how hard writing is (Gardner, 2014; 

Morgan, 2010).  

f) Along with many opportunities to write, frequent sharing of their writing 

with their peers in a supportive environment helped preservice teachers be more 

assured as writers. A significant amount of data came out of the experience of sharing 

writing during the course. There were frequent opportunities for preservice teachers to 

share their writing, either through peer writing groups and partnerships or whole-class 

exercises like Author’s Chair. Instructor Blake also modeled this by sharing her own 

writing regularly. I found that participants often wanted to talk about this aspect of the 

course because it engendered a strong emotional response. At the start of the course, the 

majority of preservice teachers in the study were fearful of sharing their writing with 

anyone but their teachers.  

I was intentional in choosing to label this category "sharing writing" because it 

was the act of sharing that lessened participants’ fear towards writing and allowed them 

to be more relaxed about the process of writing. Some of the research described similar 

peer writing groups and indicated that the experience was significant for the preservice 

teachers in their studies because of the peer feedback (e.g., Stockinger, 2007; Watson & 

Lacina, 2002). Watson and Lacina cited positive peer feedback as the element that most 

contributed to positive attitudes and beliefs for preservice teachers. A few preservice 
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teachers in my study mentioned that the positive and constructive feedback they received 

made them “feel good” about their writing and improve their piece. However, it was the 

repeated sharing of their writing to a supportive audience of other writers that impacted 

the preservice teachers in this study. Ali and Whitney — both highly critical of their 

writing at the start of the course — became more confident in themselves as writers as a 

result of repeatedly sharing their writing to an audience who respected and praised their 

writing. In the research, a supportive and collaborative learning environment was 

significant in preservice teachers’ development as writers and as writing teachers (Napoli, 

2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003).  

g) The language arts methods course developed preservice teachers as 

writers and writing teachers. Instructor Blake’s passion for writing, co-writing with her 

students, modeling instructional strategies, and providing ample opportunities for 

students to write, share writing, and take writing through the writing process contributed 

to an environment where preservice teachers felt able to take risks in their writing and 

learning. While some activities resonated with preservice teachers more than others, the 

combination of these activities resulted in preservice teachers having more confidence in 

themselves as writers and less fears about writing overall. Furthermore, it encouraged 

preservice teachers to take a more student-centered approach to teaching writing in their 

future classrooms. 

This overall finding was similar to Kennedy’s (1998) finding that preservice 

teachers made changes to their practice based on the orientation of their teacher education 

program: reform-minded programs resulted in reform-minded teaching. For the most part, 

by the end of the course, the preservice teachers in my study conveyed a vision for 
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teaching writing that aligned with the messages the instructor shared and the way the 

course was structured. Yet, there were several exceptions to this: First, Dana’s major 

learning from the course was that “drawing is a form of writing”. She did not 

communicate the same vision of a student-centered classroom that her peers espoused. 

Instead, Dana believed student-centered approaches, similar to the Writing Workshop, 

provided too much freedom for students. It is possible that Dana’s experience did not 

result in learning aligned with the course and similar to her classmates because she did 

not see the point or immerse herself in the in-class writing activities. Other preservice 

teachers in this study found doing the writing so valuable because it made the act of 

writing more manageable and less about mechanics, but Dana’s impression that writing 

did not have a purpose remained fixed throughout the course.  

Second, Kay left the course frustrated and unsure about teaching; yet, she had 

originally articulated beliefs about teaching writing that aligned with how Instructor 

Blake taught. Her frustration and uncertainty were a direct result of her intern placement. 

This underscores the importance of the internship in preservice teachers’ experiences 

learning to teach writing.   

Interpretation 5) Intern Placement 

At the time of data collection, the internship aspect of this program was not 

designed so that preservice teachers would or even should intern in a placement 

classroom where the teacher focused on writing or Writing Workshop. The only course 

requirement associated with their internship was that preservice teachers be able to teach 

a writing mini-lesson to a class or group of students. For this reason, the internship was 

not included as part of the original conceptual framework for this study, nor did plans for 
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data collection include observations of teachers at their internship placement. However, 

the intern placement became an integral aspect of the experience for some of the 

preservice teachers in this study and a focus of much of our interview time together.  

Without defined criteria for the placement, preservice teachers reported a range of 

internship experiences: Ali was placed with a teacher who did not teach language arts, yet 

Skye’s cooperating teacher taught Writing Workshop and encouraged him to teach those 

lessons often. As a result, Ali’s experience did not seem to have any effect on her 

learning. However, Skye believed his cooperating teacher was essential in his learning 

about how to teach Writing Workshop. Kay and Whitney both loathed their placements 

for various reasons, and both had strong feelings about what they did not want to do as a 

teacher because of those situations. Furthermore, Kay left discouraged about teaching 

writing because of the disconnect between what she was learning and seeing in her 

placement. Most participants’ internship experiences were disconnected from what they 

were learning in the course, and this is reinforced in the existing literature (e.g., Collier et 

al., 2105; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Kennedy, 1998; Street, 2003).  

Sylvia said her preservice teacher was not teaching Writing Workshop but 

allowed Sylvia to practice the strategies she was learning whenever she wanted. These 

opportunities for successful practice left Sylvia excited about the possibility of being a 

writing teacher, which was a complete change from how she entered the course. Skye had 

a clear vision about how to teach writing by the time the course had ended. Preservice 

teachers who had frequent opportunities to practice teaching the strategies they were 

learning in their coursework had a more cohesive experience and finished the course 

more confident with their ability to teach writing in the future.  
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Interpretation 6) Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative Learning Revisited  

I analyzed the process of transformation in one setting with a small group of 

preservice teachers in Chapter 5 in response to my second research question: While 

learning to teach writing in a language arts methods course, can the revealed 

experiences of elementary preservice teachers be classified as transformative? If so, how 

and in what ways? Through this analysis, I uncovered that five of the preservice teachers 

in this study reframed their perspectives about themselves as writers, how they 

understand writing and the teaching of writing. Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 

1991, 2000) offered a process for understanding how transformation can happen for 

preservice teachers while learning to teach writing. However, the model that Mezirow 

described was not entirely sufficient for explaining these preservice teachers’ 

transformations. Engaging in the analysis provided four ways the theory of 

transformative learning could enhance teacher educators’ understandings of how 

preservice teachers transform, as well as what might foster preservice teacher 

transformation during a language arts methods course. At the same time, it also 

uncovered five ways that could be problematic when using transformative learning theory 

to understand preservice teachers’ experiences learning to teach writing. In this section, I 

describe how Mezirow’s transformative learning theory strengthened my understandings 

of learning to teach writing and how using the theory as a lens was lacking. 

a) Mezirow’s theory reinforced the intense negative unexamined habits of 

mind preservice teachers have about writing or themselves as writers. In Chapter 2, I 

suggested participants would experience a disorienting dilemma when they encountered 

Writing Workshop because it contradicted their beliefs about how writing should be 
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taught given their experiences learning to write; however, most preservice teachers did 

not enter the course with ingrained beliefs about how writing should be taught. They did, 

however, enter the course with negative perceptions of writing and themselves as writers. 

 In order to determine that a preservice teacher’s perspective had transformed, I 

needed to first understand the unexamined habit of mind that existed for each participant. 

I could not claim a perspective had transformed if I did not know what the original 

perspective was. Consistent with the literature in learning to teach writing as shown 

earlier in this chapter, these preservice teachers entered the course with perspectives 

about writing and themselves as writers that were unfavorable (e.g., I can’t revise my 

writing, writing is not enjoyable, all writing needs to be perfect). Some of these 

perspectives were a result of specific painful experiences participants could identify 

during their K-12 schooling. For example, Whitney and Skye both described situations 

where their overall ability as a learner was questioned due to their deficiencies with 

writing. Yet, other habits of mind were developed through repeated negative encounters 

with writing, often involving teachers. Analyzing these data through the lens of 

transformative learning theory augmented the need to ensure preservice teachers become 

explicitly aware of their unexamined habits of mind regarding writing.  

b) My role as the researcher problematized studying preservice teachers’ 

experiences for evidence of Mezirow’s model for transformation. Through this 

research, I sought to understand how and in what ways preservice teachers’ experiences 

were transformative. Thus, I attempted to uncover data that matched my understandings 

of critical aspects of the theory. In designing my interviews for this study, I used the 

phenomenological approach developed by Shuman (1982) as a model. These were 
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intended to understand the full range and depth of the preservice teachers’ experiences. 

For this reason, I wonder if I encouraged teachers to be critically self-reflective in ways 

they might not have been without participating in the interviews. 

Interviews are a common way to evaluate whether or not transformative learning 

occurred (Cranton & Hoggan, 2012), but many of these interviews are done 

retrospectively. As I was illuminating the process of transformation for learners during 

the experience, I found that my interview questions resembled a method known to 

facilitate the critical reflection process called “critical incidents” (Brookfield, 1995). The 

critical incidents technique asks learners to think back about their experiences, and then 

describe specific positive or negative aspects of those experiences and reflect on them 

(Cranton, 2006); the interviews questions I asked were very similar. For example, I 

specifically asked about positive or challenging experiences in the course in the second 

interview. Furthermore, three of the five preservice teachers explicitly stated without 

prompting that the interviews for this research caused them to do more reflecting on their 

experience than they would have without being a participant. Therefore, it is unclear 

whether or not participants’ experiences would have resulted in a transformation had I 

not been studying them.  

c) Mezirow’s theory illuminated how the emotion of shame was an essential 

piece of critical self-reflection for preservice teachers while participating in writing 

and learning to teach writing. Shame resounded in preservice teachers’ data throughout 

this study; they used words and phrases like, “horrible”, “dumb”, “lots of critique and 

self-doubt”, and “personal shortcoming” to describe themselves as writers and future 

writing teachers. Most participants in this study truly believed they were bad writers, 
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would not be good writing teachers, or simply could not participate in an aspect of the 

writing process or writing group. When they began a process of critical self-reflection, it 

started primarily with shame. The process of critical self-reflection brought preservice 

teachers' insecurities to the forefront. This finding was similar to the process of 

transformation Mezirow (2000) described; he explained the second phase of his ten 

phases of transformation is “self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt and 

shame” (p. 22). Other scholars in the field of transformative learning theory discuss the 

potential to learn from and learn through shame (e.g., Brookfield, 2011), but some feel 

that shame is not clearly understood in the literature on transformative learning (e.g., 

Walker, 2017). Walker (2017) suggested that the field avoids discussing the role shame 

plays in adult learning instead of using learning experiences to "take us out of shame" (p. 

12).   

Participants in this study engaged in a process of critical reflection because they 

acknowledged they felt shame about an aspect of themselves and then scrutinized where 

it came from and why they felt the way they did. Once the preservice teachers in this 

study were able to acknowledge their shame, they understood more about who they were 

as writers and why they reacted to writing with such apprehension. Not only did this 

course provide reflective opportunities for preservice teachers to examine the origin of 

this apprehension, but the course also provided structures, namely a supportive 

environment, for preservice teachers to move past shame.    

d) Mezirow’s theory revealed how preservice teachers relied on their 

community — their peers, the instructor, and their cooperating teachers and 

supervisors — primarily for reassurance during their process of transformation. In 
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the literature on fostering transformative learning for adult learners, a supportive 

environment is imperative to transformation (Boyd, 1989; Cranton, 2006; Kasworm & 

Bowles, 2012). This was also the case with the preservice teachers in this study. While 

the discourse they engaged in was not to debate or try out another’s point of view because 

the perspectives they revised were primarily about themselves, they did use discourse to 

gain reassurance and recognize that the problem they had was one that others currently 

shared or previously shared. For example, Whitney reached out to two of her peers when 

she realized she was the only judge in the class. At that point, her peers reassured her that 

they too had once been judges but were able to move past that writing identity.  

Similarly, the preservice teachers in this study who transformed their perspectives 

about themselves as writers did so after receiving writing support from their peers and 

from Instructor Blake. The writing groups offered multiple opportunities for participants 

to be assured about their ability as a writer from the other members of their group. 

Instructor Blake shared her own writing, required that the writers pose the questions for 

feedback (as opposed to leaving it open-ended) and regularly modeled how to respond to 

others’ writing in order to establish a trusting environment in the class.  

 Support and encouragement are not only key aspects of the process of 

transformation in the literature on transformative learning. Instructors who also studied 

the impact of their courses on preservice teachers’ development as writers (e.g., Napoli, 

2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003) found that a supportive environment was crucial to 

their students’ development as writers and writing teachers. In using transformative 

learning theory as a framework for this study, I found that the instances where preservice 
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teachers sought to better understand themselves as writers or gain reassurance as writers 

or writing teachers emerged as discourse.   

e) Mezirow’s theory presents an image of discourse that did not take place 

for the preservice teachers in this study. Although I could identify discourse in the data 

as Mezirow has defined it — the “process by which we have an active dialogue with 

others to better understand the meaning of an experience” (Mezirow, 2000, p. 14) — the 

literature on discourse did not fit completely with how the preservice teachers in this 

study engaged in it. In this study, the preservice teachers did not engage in debates, they 

did not use discourse to try on another person’s point of view, nor did they “weigh 

evidence and assess arguments” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 77). This is the language that often 

surrounds discourse in the transformative learning literature.  

I found the discourse in this study to be more consistent with Taylor’s (2009) 

description: “dialogue [became] the medium for critical reflection” (p. 9). Because the 

transformations made by the preservice teachers in this study were about themselves 

(psychological) and they were not necessarily a topic up for debate, participants used 

discourse as a means to critically reflect on their prior and new understandings and gain 

reassurance or understand that the problem was shared. While I still understand this as 

discourse according to Mezirow, there is less attention paid to this in the extant literature.    

f) Mezirow’s theory highlighted how successful practice in a new role was a 

crucial step in transforming preservice teachers as writers and writing teachers. 

This step led allowed participants to feel confident in that role, resulting in plans to 

move forward with a reframed perspective. This idea both strengthens understandings 

of how preservice teachers learn to teach writing while simultaneously problematizing an 
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aspect of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory. In Mezirow’s (2012) process of 

transformation, the two phases prior to acting are “provisional trying of new roles” and 

“building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships” (p. 86).  

Mezirow mentions trying new roles in his writing but never really explores what practice 

with new roles might look like, or the conditions of practice and its place in 

transformative learning. Mezirow (1991) does discuss how experience is central to 

transformative learning, but the experience he seems to refer to is that of prior experience 

and how it shapes and reinforces our understandings of the world.  

Experience as a construct in transformative learning theory is seldom defined or 

examined in the research (Taylor & Cranton, 2013). Scholars in the field of 

transformative learning will frequently refer to Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model 

as a way to describe the role experience plays in transformative learning (e.g., Cranton, 

2006; MacKeracher, 2012). Experiential learning and its role in the transformative 

learning process revolves around a learner’s past experience or how an encounter with a 

new experience can be a catalyst for critical reflection. I could not find literature that 

described how experience was used as a means to gain confidence in a new role. 

In this study, it was the experience, practice, or trying out a new role that led 

participants to a reframed perspective. However, participants needed to see themselves 

competent in this new role before they were able to move forward with a process of 

transformation. All five preservice teachers needed to recognize they were writers by 

experimenting with revising or free writing. Skye and Sylvia found that successful 

teaching moments during their internship gave them the confidence they needed to plan 

to teach writing using a Writing Workshop model. Analyzing the data within the 
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transformative learning framework uncovered the notion that, for the preservice teachers 

in this study, repeated practice in a new role always resulted in more confidence in that 

role. Preservice teachers’ newfound confidence emerged as a revised perspective, and 

preservice teachers discussed how they planned to move forward with their new beliefs, 

habits of mind, and mindsets. This has implications for teacher educators discussed later 

in this chapter. 

g) Mezirow’s theory suggests that plans to act are enough of an indication 

that learning was transformative. The preservice teachers in this study 

demonstrated plans to act; however, we cannot be certain that these plans were 

lasting or actualized. Without “an ability to take action based on the new perspective, 

and a desire to fit the perspective into the broader context of one’s life,” the process of 

transformation is not complete (Mezirow, 1991, p. 161). However, action is not always 

apparent in studies that evaluate transformative learning because, as was the case in this 

study, the data end at the end of the learning experience. Without follow-up data, it is 

unknown how participants’ reframed perspectives manifested in life after the methods 

course.  

Cranton (2006) says “internal action will find expression in external actions” 

(p.171). The participants in this study voiced their plans to continue to write, participate 

in writing groups, be a less judgmental writer or reader, and teach writing in different 

ways; yet, we do not know what happened to preservice teachers once they left the course 

and went off to teach. In this study, Kay’s transformation process was easily disrupted 

when she encountered a teaching experience that did not match her expectations, as is 

possible when preservice teachers began looking for inservice positions. Mezirow (1991) 
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does note that the potential for backsliding is possible during and after the transformative 

learning process, but more studies are needed in the area of sustainability of 

transformation in order to truly understand this.    

Additionally, I do question how planning to act might look different when the 

learner’s transformation is about themselves or even their history, as it was with all of the 

participants in this study. For example, what does it look like to be less of a perfectionist 

while writing and reviewing writing? Ali was more willing to revise. Whitney and Sylvia 

stated they were more relaxed as writers. I cannot help but wonder if new ways of 

understanding one’s self as a writer and one’s experiences learning to write results in less 

visible plans to act or less visible action.   

h) Last, Mezirow’s theory does little to explain why Dana did not transform 

any of her significantly negative perspectives while engaging in the same experiences 

as the other preservice teachers in this study. It was clear that the data collected on 

Dana diverged from the pattern of transformation in the data collected on the other five 

participants. Dana enjoyed the course, fully participated in the writing group by sharing 

her personal writing piece and offering feedback to her peers. However, in many respects, 

Dana simply came to class to be taught. She pointed out that she was “too tired” at the 

end of the day to “do more work” when asked about Instructor Blake’s efforts to have the 

preservice teachers in the course write or engage in writing activities. Dana explained that 

she “just wanted to listen” to Instructor Blake’s ideas for the classroom. Although she 

participated in the peer writing group, she did not fully engage in the in-class writing. 

Participating in the act of writing was essential to other preservice teachers' development 
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as writers, their learning about how to teach writing, and their transformations about 

themselves as writers.  

The literature on transformative learning is replete with ideas on fostering 

transformative learning in a variety of settings (e.g., Cranton, 2006; Weimer, 2012), 

including a handful of chapters devoted to this topic in the most recent Handbook of 

Transformative Learning (Taylor & Cranton, 2012). One example is that adult learners 

are empowered by offering choice. This course offered ample opportunities for choice 

(e.g., choice book, choice for their writing piece, choice in the lesson they implemented, 

choice in where their group met and how they used their time, choice in how they used 

their daybooks, etc.). The learner-centered techniques used by Instructor Blake in the 

methods course changed the power dynamic in the classroom (Weimer, 2012), placing 

the power with the preservice teachers in the study. Despite the exposure to a learner-

centered environment, Dana wanted to remain a receiver of knowledge rather than a 

participant in knowledge making and she stood firm in her position.  

Ultimately, the data suggests that Dana’s years of experience as a dependent 

learner, as opposed to a more self-directed learner, during K-12 schooling resulted in her 

rejecting the invitation to fully participate in learning experiences that may have 

transformed her perceptions about writing and herself as a writer. However, this was a 

small-scale study with only one participant who did not have a transformative learning 

experience, according to Mezirow’s (1991, 2000) process of transformation. Therefore, I 

still have unanswered questions about the process of transformative learning within 

teacher preparation courses. For example, what individual characteristics make a person 

more likely to engage in learner-centered experiences that may result transformative 
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learning? Are some learner-centered techniques more effective than others in promoting 

transformation? I have included at least one recommendation below for further research 

to investigate the strategies that transform preservice teachers’ perspectives, specifically 

in the area of teaching writing where it is crucially needed.  

Recommendations 

In the following section, I offer recommendations for teacher educators that 

emerged from the findings and conclusions of this study that concentrate on writing 

methods courses for elementary preservice teachers. I also suggest several 

recommendations for future research focused on the transformative aspects of writing 

methods courses and what transpires in preservice teachers’ classrooms once they 

complete their preparation programs.  

Teacher Education  

• My first recommendation echoes that of the National Commission of Writing 

(2003, 2006): Teacher preparation programs for preservice teachers at the 

elementary level should strongly consider a methods course that is solely focused 

on the teaching of writing, not reading and writing or another similar 

combination. Teacher preparation programs primarily focus on reading theory and 

instruction, and writing is for the most part unaddressed (Brenner, 2013; Myers et al. 

2016). In a recent small-scale national study on writing instruction in teacher 

preparation programs, Myers and colleagues (2016) found that only 28% of teacher 

educators surveyed taught a stand-alone writing methods course. Not only do 

preservice teachers need opportunities to learn the craft of teaching writing, but they 

also need opportunities to reframe negative perspectives about writing. This study and 
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others (e.g., Collier et al., 2015; Gardner, 2014; Kaufman, 2009; Morgan, 2010; 

Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 

2002) showed the potential for methods courses devoted solely to the teaching of 

writing to transform those unfavorable attitudes towards writing and beliefs about 

writing.  

• Teacher educators might provide opportunities for preservice teachers to 

critically reflect on their experiences learning to write and other significant prior 

writing experiences. As was evidenced in this study and others (e.g., Draper et al., 

2000; Gardner, 2014; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Morgan, 2010; Napoli, 2001; 

Stockinger, 2007; Street, 2003; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002), 

preservice teachers’ prior experiences with writing impact their writing identities. 

One way for preservice teachers to recall and analyze prior experiences is for teacher 

educators to include autobiographical writing or reflective writing in their course. In 

the present study, Skye and Whitney both reflected on their K-12 experiences 

learning to write in response to a course reading assigned by Instructor Blake and also 

during conversations with peers. Reflecting on prior experiences with writing was an 

essential first step to transformation as it made preservice teachers cognizant that an 

issue with their perceptions of themselves as writers or understandings of writing 

existed.  

• Teacher educators might provide opportunities for elementary preservice 

teachers to be explicit about their beliefs and attitudes towards writing, 

themselves as writers and related habits of mind at the start and end of the 

course and critically reflect on how those attitudes evolve. As a next step to 
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examining prior experiences, preservice teachers should explore their current beliefs 

about writing during methods courses. The majority of elementary preservice teachers 

enter preparation programs with negative images of themselves as writers and writing 

in general (Gallavan et al., 2007; Gardner, 2014; Lickteig et al., 1999; Morgan, 2010; 

Napoli, 2001; Stockinger, 2007; Watson & Lacina, 2002). By critically reflecting on 

these perspectives through writing and discussing them with supportive peers, 

instructors, cooperating teachers or supervisors, preservice teachers can change 

potentially harmful views about writing prior to teaching. 

• Similarly, teacher preparation programs should consider encouraging those 

teacher educators who are leading elementary writing methods courses to reflect 

on their attitudes and beliefs about writing and themselves as writers. In this 

study, Instructor Blake’s love for writing was effective in inspiring preservice 

teachers to write and be reassured in their writing. Other researchers found that 

teacher educators who show preservice teachers they are also writers can motivate 

preservice teachers to write (Kaufman, 2009; Stockinger, 2007). Most importantly, 

teacher educators’ writing identities shape the instruction they provide (Myers et al., 

2016); thus, it would behoove teacher educators to examine themselves as writers as 

well. 

• Teacher educators may want to teach writing methods courses using process 

models (i.e. Writing Workshop) and offer ample opportunities for preservice 

teachers to write and share their writing. A course in writing instruction based on 

Writing Workshop could include having preservice teachers keep a writer's notebook, 

engage in peer conferencing, try out mini-lesson writing activities, and take a piece of 
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writing through all stages in the writing process. The results of this study show that 

preservice teachers were impacted as writers and writing teachers by engaging in 

these activities. Frequent opportunities for preservice teachers to write and share their 

writing allowed preservice teachers with unfavorable attitudes and beliefs about 

writing to see themselves as writers and gain confidence in their writing. Even those 

who entered the program somewhat confident in their writing or thought they were 

decent writers felt they would benefit from more instruction in writing (Bowie, 1996). 

In their recent review of the literature, Morgan and Pytash (2014) found that 

preservice teachers developed as writers when participating in a Writing Workshop 

during their preparation coursework. Participating in a Writing Workshop helped 

preservice teachers understand the work it takes to be a writer, unlearn traditional 

approaches to writing, and discover that writing is more than mechanics and editing. 

In a Writing Workshop setting, teacher educators might also model student-centered 

writing strategies and encourage preservice teachers to try them. Modeling was found 

to be an effective way for preservice teachers to visualize what types of instruction 

might take place in a Writing Workshop classroom in this study and others (e.g., 

Kaufmann, 2009; Stockinger, 2007; Tracy et al., 2014; Watson & Lacina, 2002), 

especially important if their internship placements focused on traditional skill and 

drill teaching techniques.  

• Teacher educators should align elementary teaching internship placements with 

the writing approaches or models taught in methods courses. The findings from 

this study highlighted how crucial it is for preservice teachers to practice the teaching 

they are learning in their placement classrooms. Similarly, preservice teachers like 
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Kay, who feel their internship placement does not allow for practice consistent with 

the writing approach being taught in their methods course, have difficulty navigating 

those experiences and can leave preparation programs more discouraged about 

teaching writing. If not possible to align internships directly with course content, 

teacher educators might find placements that allow teachers to have frequent 

opportunities to practice teaching what they are learning. For example, Stockinger 

(2007) studied her own course which included a field experience where preservice 

teachers led ten 45-minute Writing Workshop lessons with a small group of students. 

The classroom teachers at the partner school did not teach Writing Workshop, but 

allowed preservice teachers to practice the teaching they were learning in their 

methods course, similar to Sylvia’s experience. For Stockinger’s students, this field 

experience validated what they were learning and developed their idea of what a 

writing teacher does. Other instructors have found ways to expose preservice teachers 

to student writing that enhanced preservice teacher learning about how to support 

student writers. For example, teacher candidates engaged in ongoing feedback or 

analysis of student writing growth over time through pen pals or dialogue journals 

(Fry & Griffin, 2010; Gibson, 2007; Moore & Seeger, 2009).  

Further Research  

• Additional studies that illuminate the instructor moves and course aspects that 

transform preservice teachers’ perceptions of writing, while providing explicit 

instruction in teaching writing are needed. Earlier in this chapter, I briefly 

described the course aspects and experiences that may lead to transformative learning. 

However, only nine studies reviewed for this research included findings about 
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learning and changes in attitudes and beliefs that were tied to course aspects. In their 

recent review of the literature on preparing preservice teachers to teach writing, 

Morgan and Pytash (2014) could only identify three studies published between 1990-

2010 that examined influential experiences in methods courses with elementary 

preservice teachers. Myers and colleagues (2016) also recently called for more 

research that examines the role of teacher educators in shaping preservice teachers’ 

writing identities during teacher preparation. Research in this area might also consider 

exploring preservice teachers’ experiences learning to teach writing where the 

researcher is not also an instructor of the course. As noted earlier in this chapter, the 

researcher was also the instructor of the methods course in all but two studies 

(Gardner, 2014; Street, 2003). And, in most cases, the author admitted that it is 

possible that students in the course exaggerated how they had grown from the course 

in an effort to please the teacher. Furthermore, when studying elementary preservice 

teachers as they learn to teach writing, future research might pursue participants 

outside of undergraduate students in their early twenties. Again, the majority of the 

research reviewed for this study did not include graduate student participants. As it is 

likely that older graduate students learned to teach through a more traditional 

approach, scholars in the field would benefit from understanding more about the 

course components that may assist these preservice teachers in unlearning skill-based 

teaching and transform negative beliefs about writing.   

• Longitudinal studies that follow elementary preservice teachers into inservice 

positions, specifically to understand how their experience in a language arts 

methods course influenced their teaching of writing are needed. This study is 
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limited in that it focused solely on preservice teachers’ experiences during a seven-

week course in their preparation program. In fact, only two studies reviewed for this 

research (Grossman et al., 2000; Kennedy, 1998) were longitudinal, studying 

preservice teachers as they transitioned to inservice positions. These investigations 

may shed light on what approaches used by teacher educators are most influential in 

preparing teachers to teach writing, as well as the conditions that disrupt preservice 

teachers’ development as they become writing teachers.  

Final Thoughts   

About three quarters of students in 8th and 12th grade are not proficient in writing 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). As a result of a lack of teacher 

preparation, writing remains “poorly taught” (National Commission on Writing, 2006, p. 

12). A major goal of this research was to contribute to the literature demonstrating how 

writing methods courses are essential in providing preservice teachers with visions of 

how to teach writing using the writing process. This study illuminated the experiences of 

six preservice teachers as they learned to teach writing through a language arts methods 

course that utilized a process model. Furthermore, it highlighted how learning to teach 

writing by engaging in a Writing Workshop was transformative (Mezirow, 1991, 2000) 

for five of the six preservice teachers. Not only do preservice teachers need positive 

writing experiences to draw on in order to teach writing well, these opportunities also 

have the power to transform negative beliefs about writing, attitudes towards writing and 

writing identities, crucial to their success as writing teachers.  
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Appendix A: Instructor Consent Agreement and Course Syllabus 

Instructor Consent Agreement 

Elementary Preservice Teachers’ Experiences Learning to Teach Writing:  

A Multiple Case Study  

IRB # 

Primary Investigator: Colin Green, Ed.D. (Ph# 202-994-0997) 

Researcher/ Primary Contact: Lindsey Wilson (Ph# 518-588-8720) 

 

TO: Instructor, Language Arts Methods course 

 

On the condition that Lindsey Wilson’s dissertation research proposal, “Elementary 

Preservice Teachers’ Experiences Learning to Teach Writing: A Multiple Case Study” is 

approved by The George Washington University Institutional Review Board (IRB), I give 

my permission for her to conduct her dissertation research during the language arts 

methods course (CPED 6411) that I teach.  Lindsey Wilson will observe each of the 

course meetings in the Fall of 2012. This course meets for the first seven weeks of the 

Fall semester on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 3:30 p.m. – 6 p.m.  I understand that six 

of the graduate students enrolled in the Language Arts Methods course will be 

participating in the study, and that I will not know whom in the course is a participant 

unless they disclose that information to me themselves.  In addition, the name of the 

university and its location, my name, and the names of the participants will be kept 

confidential.  Lindsey will be taking detailed notes during her observations on any 

discussion that the participants are involved in, including following them during the time 

they are engaged in a writing workshop. I understand that, acting as a researcher, Lindsey 

will not be participating in any discussion during the course meetings with the 

participants, other students, or myself.  
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COURSE SYLLABUS 2012 

Course Number and Title:  X 

Course Information:  Fall 2012 

    Tuesdays and Thursdays:  3:30 -6:00  

    August 28th – October 9th 

Location: X 

 

Instructor:    X   

 

Course Description:  This course is designed to introduce prospective elementary 

teachers to the nature and scope of elementary language arts.  A particular emphasis will 

be placed on the implementation of Writer’s Workshop.  The goal of the course is to not 

only help teachers find instructional strategies to help their students become better writers 

and learners, but also allow teachers to discover the theory behind why those strategies 

work.  The course does so by immersing the teachers in a writer’s workshop format 

where they are active participants in writing presentations, writing response groups, 

discussion groups, and other various writing and learning activities.  Pre-service teachers 

are expected to reflect on their internships and investigate the connections between 

writing and learning. 

 

Course Objectives: 

• Understand the complexity of the current theories of writing development. 

• Understand the reciprocal nature of the reading/writing processes. 

• Develop best classroom practices based on comprehensive literacy models. 

• Develop scaffolded instruction and provide differentiation for all learners. 

• Understand the architecture of a Writer’s Workshop and the roles mini-lessons, 

conferences, and sharing play in the development of confident, competent writers. 

• Investigate the components of a balanced language arts block. 

 

Text and Supplies: 

Writing Workshop: The Essential Guide, by Fletcher, R. & Portalupi, J. Heinemann,  

Portsmouth, NH:  2001. 

One book of choice to be checked out from Prof. X or purchased (TBD) 

Various Articles and handouts, as assigned 

A file folder (supplied) 

3-ring notebook for the handouts (or system of your choice) 

Daybook, composition book, journal, or spiral recommended 

 

 

Assignments: **Will be fully explained and handouts will be supplied as needed. 

1. In-class responses, as assigned  

2. First Position Paper (in-class the first night) 

3. Daybook 

4. Article, Book, and Learning Log Responses, as assigned, many integrated into 

Daybook 

5. Mini-Lesson or Full LA lesson with analysis 
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6. Choice Writing to be taken through revision (personal or professional) 

7. Portfolio Compilation with 2nd Position Paper and annotated pieces 

 

 

Evaluation: 

Grades will be based on your portfolio of your writings submitted at the end of the course 

and your participation in class in discussions, presentations, and classroom activities.  A 

heavy emphasis will be placed on your participation in the Writing Workshop component 

of the course.  The portfolio will be graded holistically.  If at any time you would like to 

discuss your standing (grade) in class, please see me.  I will conference with each 

participant half-way through the course to discuss the quality of the work you are doing 

and current standing in the course. 

 

A grade of A, A-, B+, or B will be assigned based on the following criteria:  completes 

all required reading, publishes a revised piece in the class anthology, participates in 

writing group by bringing writing and commenting on the writing of others, actively 

participates in class discussions and presentations, and completes writing to learn 

responses on readings, presentations, and discussion topics as assigned.  Please note that 

reflection is a critical element for successful teaching and deep reflection of practice is a 

requirement of this course.  Please turn in your folder for weekly comment.   Attendance 

to class sessions is extremely important.  Missed classes will affect your grade.  

Tardiness will not be tolerated.  Please see me privately if you are concerned about 

your achievement. 

 

Grading:  The standard scale is as follows:   

94-100 A   90-93 A-   84-89  B+  80-83  B  74-79   C+  Below a 74 requires the 

development of an individual work plan with instructor approval.  Submission of a 

revised piece to the class anthology is a mandatory component of the course. 

 

 

Day by Day* 

Tuesdays and Thursdays:  3:30 to 6:00 

 

August 28: Introductions, Requirements and outcomes, Information Cards and File 

Procedures, PP #1:  Writing and Learning Connection; Freewriting and 

Focused Freewriting, Book Talk! Strategy to Go:  Golden Lines, 

Daybooks (Children’s Lit connection) 

 DUE:  Position Paper #1 (in class); Choose books from teacher’s 

collection, if wanted 

 

August 30:  What is a Language Arts Block?  What are the components of a Language 

Arts Block?  STG:  Writing Prompts/Memory Mapping/Writing 

Territories.  Discussion:  Track Changes 

 DUE:  Fletcher and Portalupi Chapters 1-4 (Daybook) 
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September 4: Discussion/Activity:  Shared Writing (I do, We do, You do); Morning 

Message; Early Writing (K-1); STG: Primary Blocks lesson, Cross 

Journals; STG:  Picture Writing and Other Didactic Lessons (Poem 

Sketching) 

 DUE:  Fletcher and Portalupi Chapter 7 (Daybook) 

 

September 6: Discussion:  The National Writing Project and Local Sites; Presentation:  

“A Tough Audience:  Writing Groups that Work with Special 

Populations.”  

 DUE:  F&P Chapter 5 and 6 (Daybook) 

 

September 13: WRITING WORKSHOP:  Using Donald Murray Questions; Mini-Lesson:  

Setting up the WW and Taking a Pulse; Discussion:  The Helping Circle 

 DUE: Draft of writing with copies for group and Prof X; Article Response 

to “The Helping Circle,” Are you reading your choice book? 

 

September 11:  Discussion/Activity:  Snapshots, Thoughtshots, and Dialogue; Discuss:  

Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge 

 DUE:  Article Response to “Madman, Architect, Carpenter, Judge,” Do 

you have a date set with your CT for the LA lesson? 

 

September 13: WRITING WORKSHOP: Specific Questions for feedback; Mini-Lesson:  

Author’s Chair   

DUE:   Revised draft for group with copies; Bring three specific questions 

to be addressed; Are you reading your choice book? 

 

September 18: Discussion/Activity:  Mini-Lessons (share 3 for three levels);  STG:  Mini-

lessons 

  DUE:  First turn in of Choice Book Response (optional:  Firmly Due on 

Oct 2nd) 

 

September 20:  WRITING WORKSHOP:  Active Revision Strategies; STG:  Quick 

Poetry      

 Lessons (Giovanni, Apology poems, using mentor texts for poems)   

DUE:  Revised draft for group with copies with questions 

 

September 25:  Discussion/Activity:  Writing to Learn – Writing Across the Day; Touch 

on                                                                                    

Multi-Genre Writing; Slinky Essay/organization writing and 

Metacognition Strategies 

DUE:  F & P Chapters (Daybook), Mini Lesson or Full LA Lesson – 

Plan and Analysis (1 page max for analysis) due 
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September 27: WRITING WORKSHOP:  Grammar and Mechanics 

Strategies/Conferencing; STG: TBA (based on interns’ input on cards); 

STG:  Publication Ideas; Discussion:  Title for anthology 

 DUE:  Revised “FINAL” draft for group, Share Daybooks 

 

October 2: Discussion/Activity:  Writing Groups meet to put together anthology; 

Book Talks on Independent Choice Readings 

 DUE:  FINAL DRAFT for Anthology (2 hard copies, single sided, needed 

in class);  Annotated Bibliography of Choice Reading – copies for the 

entire class and prepare for booktalk; Choice Book Response DUE (2 

pages) if did not turn it in earlier  

 

October 4: Discussion/Activity:  Read Around Celebration (mandatory) 

 DUE:  Portfolios! 

 

*** Please note that all assignments are subject to change.  More assignments may 

be added and some of the readings may be altered to suit the needs of 

the class.  A Teaching Assistant will be joining our class and will be 

teaching some of the sessions as well as assessing some of the work. 

 

WRITTEN COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

 

1.Position Paper:  What is the Connection between Writing and Learning?  

Due:  First Class.  We will write this piece in class the first night.  There is no 

wrong or right way to write this paper!  Later in the course, you will write a 

second response to the same question.  This is the “before LA” position paper and 

later you will write an “after LA” position.  Share your position on the writing and 

learning connection and your past experiences with writing. 

2. Mini Lesson or Full Writing Lesson and Analysis  

Due:  September 25th.  Create a Lesson Plan (mini lesson or full lesson) that 

focuses on using writing with your current students.  Discuss the lesson with your 

Cooperating Teacher and schedule a time to teach it to the class (or small group).  

Turn in both the lesson plan and a 1-page analysis of how you feel the lesson 

went, supporting your points.  Be sure to include what you would do next in your 

sequence and what you would revise the next time you did this lesson based on 

your findings. 

3. Daybook   

Due:  Throughout the LA course.  Daybooks are writers’ notebooks that include 

notes, drafts, brainstorms, connections, reflections, anecdotal references, musings, 

drawings,  and anything else you as a learner would find useful.  Daybooks often 

include learning logs.  Learning logs may be reflective responses to our text, 

articles, readings of your choice, presentations, and activities.  For each of these 

responses, carefully reflect on what you have read/experienced and write a 

reaction that includes how you would use this new knowledge in your teaching 
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practice.  You are not to summarize what you have read or experienced.  You are 

to relate what you are learning to instruction and how you will utilize the 

information.  I encourage you to keep a daybook (with learning logs) throughout 

your academic year that reflects your learning in classes and in your internship 

experiences, but it is only required during the LA class.  The daybook should 

reflect your students’ evolving understanding of writing and learning as well as 

your own.  There is no length requirement for a daybook entry as they are 

individual to the needs of the learner, you – say what you need to say.  It is 

recommended to keep a composition notebook and to handwrite this assignment.  

You will be asked to share occasional entries in class and may be asked to 

type/revise an occasional entry for turn-in purposes. 

 

4. Book Responses and Annotated Bibliography: 

 

Due:  September 18 or October 2nd for book response. Sometimes you will be 

asked to write an informal response on what we read (see above) and this will 

include questions you may have.  You will also be required to read a book of your 

choice on the teaching of writing/writing and will write a two page typed book 

response detailing how the book impacts your teaching of writing.  Again, this is a 

reflective paper with support and it is not a summarization paper.  Do not review 

the book as “good” or “bad,” but instead highlight some of the main ideas, 

strategies, theory, and threads that run through the book and will help you to be an 

effective teacher.  How will you adapt the ideas for your own classroom? In 

addition, write a separate annotated bibliography (1 to 2 paragraphs) of your 

choice text and bring enough copies for everyone in the class (including the 

instructor) and be prepared to share a book talk about your choice text. 

 

5. Choice Writing: 

Due:  In draft form for writing groups throughout the course.  See syllabus for 

specific dates.  This is a writing of personal or professional interest to you.  This 

may be a short story, some poetry, a short play, a chapter of a book, or a personal 

essay.  The piece may also be professional in nature, but may not be a lesson plan.  

You may bring in a variety of pieces, but you will ultimately have to choose a 

piece to take through a few revisions (at least two).  Please take into 

consideration the condensed nature of our course when choosing your 

writing.  The final revision of this piece will be included in a class anthology.  

All drafts must be included in the portfolio at the end of the course…DO 

NOT save over drafts!  It is mandatory to include your revised piece in the 

class publication. 

 

6. Portfolio: 

Due: The last class.  At the end of the course, you will look through all of your 

writings for the course.  We will discuss as a class in detail what you will need to 

include in the portfolio.  You will comment on each of three pieces that you 

include (1 paragraph each), stating how it reflects your understanding of writing 
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and learning.   In addition to your annotated self-chosen pieces, you must include 

your first position paper, your final draft and all previous drafts of your choice 

writing, and your final position paper (see below).  These required pieces do not 

need annotations.  More details to come in class. 

 

7. Position Paper #2:  What is the Connection between Writing and Learning? 

 

Due:  With your Portfolio the last night of class.  A second, more polished 

response to the question posed the first night.  Outline how your definition of 

writing and learning has evolved due to your internship experiences and the 

language arts course.  If your position has not changed, outline the strategies and 

methodologies that have made the most impact on your pedagogy and why/how 

you will use them in the future.  Maximum length:  2 pages, double-spaced.  

 

**Please note that assignments are open to changes.  Assignments may be altered, 

deleted, or added throughout the course.  It is CRITICAL that you keep ALL in-

class and out-of-class writing including all drafts of what you write 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email and Recruitment Questionnaire 

Subject Heading: Opportunity to Participate in Research 

 

Dear [Language Arts Methods course] students, 

 

As many of you know, I am a doctoral student in the Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Department. For my dissertation research, I am studying graduate students’ experiences 

and opinions of learning to teach writing while they are enrolled in the course [Language 

Arts Methods] for which you are registered. I am sending this email to all students 

enrolled in this course.  

 

I would like to offer you an opportunity to find out about my study and hope that you 

might be interested in participating.  Please know that participating in this study is NOT a 

requirement of this course.  

 

For the study, I will ask you to: 

• Participate in three (60 minute) interviews with me. One will take place at the 

start of the course; the second will occur during the 5th or 6th week of the course; 

and the last will take place after the course has ended.  The interviews will be held 

at the university library and scheduled during a day/time of convenience for you. 

• Submit copies (or ask me to copy) of all the written work you complete for the 

course.   

• Allow me to observe the interactions and discussions between you and other 

students in the course, as well as you and your instructor during the seven weeks 

of course meetings.  

In thanks for your time and participation in the study, I will offer you a $30 gift card to 

the store of your choice after the course has ended and all data has been collected.  In 

addition, I believe that talking with me during the interviews might enhance your learning 

experience or your understanding about what it means to be a teacher of writing, although 

that is not a guarantee.  I hope that your participation in this study will benefit future 

preservice teachers learning to teach writing.  

 

The instructor, other participants of the study, and other students in the course will not 

know that you are (or are not) participating in the study, unless you choose to disclose 

that information to them.  

 

Please contact me if you are interested in participating in the study or would like more 

information.  I can be reached by email (lrwilson@gwmail.gwu.edu) or by phone 

(518.588.8720). 

 

Thank you in advance, 

 

Lindsey Wilson 

mailto:lrwilson@gwmail.gwu.edu
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RECRUITMENT QUESTIONNAIRE  

 

Pre-Study Questionnaire 

 

Thank you for responding to my email and for your interest in participating in my study.  

I have chosen to approach this research through the lens of Mezirow’s theory of 

transformative learning. This is a learning theory that is unique to adult learners.  For that 

reason, I have chosen to select participants for this study based on pre-established 

criteria.  In order to determine whether or not you meet the criteria, I ask that you please 

complete the following questionnaire.   

 

Demographic Information: 

 

Name _____________________________    Email ______________________________ 

 

Phone Number ______________  Age ________ Gender _____ Race/Ethnicity _______ 

 

Educational Background: 

 

Please list your undergraduate area of study:  ___________________________________ 

 

Do you have any other graduate degrees? Circle one:   Yes   No  

 

If yes, please list that/those degree(s): 

 

Have you ever taken a course on teaching writing to elementary students? Circle one:  

Yes or No 

 

If yes: Name of course ________________________________________   

 

Institution, location, or setting ____________When did you take this course? ___ 

 

Please list additional courses on the back of this form 

 

Have you ever heard of writing workshop? Circle one:  Yes or No 

 

If yes, have you ever participated in a writing workshop? Circle one: Yes or No 

 

If yes: 

 Where was this workshop held _____________________When ______________ 

 

Have you ever held a formal classroom teacher position at the elementary level?  

 

Circle one:  Yes   or   No 
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form 

Elementary Preservice Teachers’ Experiences Learning to Teach Writing:   

A Multiple Case Study 

Primary Investigator: Colin Green, Ed.D. (Ph# 202-994-0997) 

Researcher/ Primary Contact: Lindsey Wilson (Ph# 518-588-8720) 

 

Introduction 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Colin Green 

of the Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, George Washington University (GWU) 

and sponsored by The George Washington University Graduate School of Education and 

Human Development.  Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary and you may 

choose to withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

Why is this study being done? 

The proposed research will examine preservice teachers’ experiences and opinions of 

learning to teach writing while they are enrolled in a language arts methods course.  You 

are being invited to participate because you have indicated that you do not have prior 

experience as a formal full-time classroom teacher, and have no formal experience -- 

learning or teaching -- with the Writing Workshop model.  

 

What is involved in this study? 

If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete three one-to-one 

interviews with the researcher over a period of approximately 8 weeks.  The first 

interview will take place at the start of the course, the second will occur during the 5th or 

6th week of the course, and the last will take place after the course has ended.  The 

interviews will be held at the university library and scheduled during a day/time (during 

the aforementioned weeks) of convenience for you.  Each interview lasts approximately 

60 minutes and will be digitally recorded and transcribed.  Also, the researcher will 

observe your interactions with other students in the course and your instructor during the 

seven weeks of course meetings. Last, copies of all the written documents that you 

complete for the course will be submitted to the researcher.  You will not be asked to do 

any writing in addition to what you need to complete for the course.  The researcher also 

offers to make copies of the required written work for you and return your originals if 

you prefer.  If you participate in the study, the amount of time expected to complete the 

data collection over an eight-week period would be approximately three to four hours.  

 

What are the risks of participating in this study? 

A possible risk you could experience during this study includes discomfort with 

answering questions.  It is possible that you become uncomfortable while answering 

interview questions related to the learning and teaching of writing.  Participating in this 

study poses no risks that are not normally encountered in daily life.  Every effort will be 

made to keep your information confidential.  

 

Are there benefits to participating in this study? 
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Indirect benefits may include an enhanced understanding of the course and/or increased 

understanding of oneself as a teacher of writing.  In addition, as a participant, you will be 

contributing to a body of knowledge related to the most effective ways to teach 

preservice teachers how to teach writing.  However, these are not guaranteed benefits.  

 

Will I receive payment for participating in this study? 

You will receive a $30 gift card to a place of your choosing after all of the data has been 

collected.  

 

Can I be removed from the study? 

The researcher or principal investigator can remove you from the study at any time at 

her/his professional discretion.  You could be removed from the study for reasons that are 

related to your own actions (i.e. refusing to follow instructions related to the research) or 

because the entire study is discontinued.  

 

How will my privacy be protected? 

The researcher will preserve confidentiality by keeping copies of written work completed 

by the participants, as well as audio recordings in a locked file at the researcher’s home. 

Only the researcher will have access to this locked file.  Signed consent forms with 

identifying information will be kept in a separate locked file (only the researcher will 

have a key to this locked file as well).  Once the audio recordings from the interviews are 

transcribed, the original recordings will be deleted and destroyed.  All electronic data will 

be password protected on the researcher’s personal computer.  Only pseudonyms will be 

included on electronic data.  If the results of this study are presented at education 

conferences or published in education journals, only the pseudonyms will be used.   

 

Problems or Questions? 

You can learn more about your rights as a participant by contacting the Office of Human 

Research of The George Washington University at 202 –994 - 2715.  Please contact Dr. 

Colin Green, the principal investigator, at 202-994-0997 or Lindsey Wilson, the 

researcher, at 518-588-8720 for more information or if you have any questions about the 

study. 

 

Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 283 

Appendix D: Interview Protocol 

 

Research Question: How do preservice teachers experience learning to teach writing 

during a language arts methods course where they are asked to engage in a writing 

workshop? 

 

 

Interview One: Focused Life History  

 

Thank you for talking with me today, and thank you in advance for agreeing to talk to me 

several more times in the future.  In accordance with our agreement for confidentiality, 

let’s use your pseudonym during our discussions.  As I have mentioned previously, each 

of our discussions should last approximately 60 minutes.  I am going to be recording our 

discussions so that I don’t miss any of the important things that you have to say, but I will 

be the only one listening to or having access to these recordings.  Please know that at any 

time you can refuse to answer any of these questions, stop the interview, or end your 

participation in the study altogether. 

 

The purpose of this first interview is for you to tell me as much as possible about yourself 

in relation to writing up to the present time.  I am going to ask you to go as far back as 

you can and, if possible, tell me about stories and feelings related to writing and learning 

to write. Do you have any questions about the interview process before we start? 

 

1) Why did you decide to become an elementary school teacher? 

2) Tell me about what it was like to learn to write in elementary and secondary 

school.   

3) How do you believe writing should be taught in elementary school? 

4) What do you think about yourself as a writer? 

 

Interview Two: Details of the Experience  

 

The purpose of this interview is for you to tell me about the details of your current 

experience learning to teach writing during your language arts methods course.  

 

5) You’ve been in the writing course for four weeks now, have you had any positive 

experiences you would like to share? How about challenging ones? 

6) How is the workshop group experience going? Tell me about some experiences 

you’ve had so far. 

7) Is there anything that stands out for you about learning to teach writing so far? 

Please tell me about that and why. 

8) Have you had any opportunities to practice teaching what you’ve learned in the 

course? If so, tell me about how that went. 

9) What are your feelings about writing now? 
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10)  What does writing mean to you now? Tell me about yourself as a writer 

currently. 

 

 

 

Interview Three: Reflection on Experience  

 

The purpose of our last interview is for you to reflect on the meaning this experience of 

learning to teach writing had for you.  

 

11) Looking back on the course, how would you describe your experience in the 

course? 

a. How would you describe your experience in the workshop group? 

12) Can you describe what you’ve learned about teaching writing to elementary 

school students? What does that mean to you now? 

13) How do you see yourself teaching writing in the future?  

14) Are you different now as a result of this class? If so, in what ways. 

15) As you look back on this experience, is there anything else you would like to say? 
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Appendix E: Observation Field Notes and Memo Writing Examples 

 

Observation Field Notes 

 
Date _________________________ 

 
 

Time Participant(s) 
involved 

Descriptive  Reflective 
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Memo Writing 

 
Date _________      Location________________________________  

 
Participants included in memo _________________________________________________________ 

 
Theoretical Memo: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Methodological Memo: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Personal Memo:  

 

 


	Statement of Potential Significance
	Transformative Learning Theory Critiques
	Critiques of Writing Workshop
	Search and Article Selection Process
	Learning to Teach Writing
	Writing beliefs and attitudes. In the literature on the role of beliefs in learning to teach, a common recommendation is that teacher educators first provide opportunities for preservice teachers to examine their beliefs about teaching and learning (...
	Writing experiences and coursework. Another theme that emerged from the review of literature on learning to teach writing was the influence of course experiences on preservice teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and understandings (Collier et al., 2015; Ga...
	Writing methods coursework impact. Preservice teachers not only need to obtain new ways of thinking about teaching, but sometimes they need to change their old ways of thinking as well (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1989; Taylor, 1999). If preservice tea...
	Disorienting Dilemma
	Critical Reflection
	Discourse
	Action
	Epistemology
	Case Study Research
	Data Collection
	Methods
	Analytic Procedures
	Phase One. The first phase of analysis occurred within each case, as the “analyst’s first and foremost responsibility” is to do “justice to each individual case” (Patton, 2002, p. 449). All of the data I collected was organized by case, or participan...
	Phase Two. In phase two, I conducted a cross-case analysis for research question one to uncover the similarities and differences between cases. “By comparing sites or cases, one can establish the range of generality of a finding or explanation, and a...
	Trustworthiness
	Whitney
	Whitney is a 23-year-old petite female from the Southwest. Whitney was the only participant in the study who moved to the mid-Atlantic region to attend graduate school at Samuel Townsend University. She was also one of the youngest students in the coh...
	Sylvia
	Kay
	Dana
	Skye
	Ali
	Learning to Write
	Start of Course Beliefs
	Course Experiences
	Sharing Writing
	Intern Placement
	Course Learning
	Change in Beliefs
	In this chapter, I first described each of the six preservice teachers’ experiences taking a language arts methods course where they were asked to share their writing with their peers and participate in Writing Workshop in individual case studies. Fro...
	In sum, this chapter illustrated participants’ experiences learning to write in childhood or during schooling, how they understood themselves as writers at the start of the course, and their overall beliefs about writing; they experienced the course a...
	Disorienting Dilemmas
	Critical Reflection
	Lindsey: I’m hearing you say, “I don’t know” a lot
	Discourse
	With the researcher. Kay, Skye and Sylvia often used their interview time to work through their newly formed ideas and questions with me, the researcher. In fact, at the end of the study, all three commented about how participating in this study helpe...
	With a cooperating teacher, supervisor or another educator from placement. All five preservice teachers talked with their cooperating teacher or supervisor as they engaged in the process of reframing their perspectives; the extent to which they did th...
	With peers. While all of the preservice teachers participating in this study had conversations and discussed lesson topics or their learning about writing with their peers, the discourse examples included below were critical to Whitney and Ali’s trans...
	With the instructor. I observed in-person interactions and reviewed written communication between three of the preservice teachers and Instructor Blake that could be described as discourse contributing to transformative learning. It was common for Syl...
	With an author. Kay and Skye also used their writing assignments to engage in discourse with an author. Kay chose a text by Donald Murray (1989) and Skye selected a text by Ralph Fletcher  (2006) for their choice book assignments. In both cases, they ...
	Trying Out New Roles and Gaining Confidence
	Action
	Instances When Transformation Did Not Occur
	In this chapter, I shared the results from an analysis in which I matched participant data to the process of transformation introduced by Mezirow (1991). Five of the preservice teachers in this study transformed previously unquestioned habits of mind ...
	Interpretation 1) Learning to Write
	With the exception of several surprises, the findings in this category mirrored other studies that explored elementary preservice teachers learning to teach writing. Almost all participants in this study remembered more negative experiences about lear...
	Interpretation 2) Start of Course Beliefs
	A handful of researchers found that the majority of preservice teachers they studied were confident writers at the start of their preparation programs (Bowie, 1996; Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Hall & Grisham-Brown, 2011; Lenski & Pardieck, 1999; Norman & ...
	Interpretation 3) How Learning to Write Shapes Writing Beliefs
	Interpretation 4) Connecting Course Experiences to Learning and Change in Beliefs
	Interpretation 5) Intern Placement
	Interpretation 6) Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative Learning Revisited
	In the following section, I offer recommendations for teacher educators that emerged from the findings and conclusions of this study that concentrate on writing methods courses for elementary preservice teachers. I also suggest several recommendations...
	Teacher Education
	 My first recommendation echoes that of the National Commission of Writing (2003, 2006): Teacher preparation programs for preservice teachers at the elementary level should strongly consider a methods course that is solely focused on the teaching of ...
	Further Research
	 Additional studies that illuminate the instructor moves and course aspects that transform preservice teachers’ perceptions of writing, while providing explicit instruction in teaching writing are needed. Earlier in this chapter, I briefly described ...
	 Longitudinal studies that follow elementary preservice teachers into inservice positions, specifically to understand how their experience in a language arts methods course influenced their teaching of writing are needed. This study is limited in tha...
	Beck, C., & Kosnik, C. (2006). Innovations in teacher education: A social constructivist
	Bowie, R.L. (1996). Future teachers' perceptions of themselves as writers and teachers
	of writing: implications for teacher education. Paper Presented at the Annual  Meeting of the College of Reading Association. Charleston, SC.
	Calkins, L. M. (1986). The art of teaching writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
	Cranton, P. (1994).  Understanding and promoting transformative learning: A guide for
	Cranton, P.  (2006). Understanding and promoting transformative learning: A guide for
	Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
	Denzin, N. K. (1970). The research act: A theoretical introduction to sociological
	methods. Chicago: Aldine Publishing.
	Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York: Collier Books.
	Driver, R., Asoko, H., Leach, J., Mortimer, E., & Scott, P. (1994). Constructing scientific
	Elbow, P. (1973). Writing without teachers. London: Oxford University Press.
	Feiman-Nemser, S. (2001). From preparation to practice: Designing a continuum to
	Glaser, B.G. & Strauss, A.L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for
	Goetz, J.P. & LeCompte, M.D. (1984) Ethnography and qualitative design in educational
	Gold, R. L. (1958). Roles in sociological field observation. Social Forces, 36, 217 -223.
	Goodlad, J.I. (1984). A place called school. New York: McGraw-Hill.
	Habermas, J. (1971). Knowledge and human interests, London: Heineman.
	Kegan, R. (2000). What "form" transforms?: A constructive-developmental approach to
	Kreber, C. (2004). An analysis of two models of reflection and their implications for  educational development. International Journal of Academic Development, 9(1),  29-49.
	Lieberman, A., & Wood, D. R. (2003). Inside the National Writing Project. New
	Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
	Lortie, D.C. (1975). Schoolteacher. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
	MacKeracher, D. (2004). Making sense of adult learning. Toronto: University of Toronto  Press.
	Merriam, S. B. (2004). The role of cognitive development in Mezirow’s transformational
	Mezirow, J. (1997). Transformative learning: Theory to practice. New Directions for
	Mezirow, J. & Associates (Eds.). (1990). Fostering critical reflection in adulthood. San
	Murray, D. (1972). Teach writing as a process not product. The Leaflet, 11–14.
	Nystrand, M. (1997). Open dialogue: Understanding the dynamics of language and
	Patton, M.Q. (1980). Qualitative evaluation methods. Beverley Hills: Sage.
	Pella, S. (2011). A situative Perspective on developing writing pedagogy in a teacher
	Piaget, J. (1973). Memory and intelligence. New York: Basic Books
	Richardson, V. (1997). Constructivist teacher education: Building a world of new
	Smagorinsky, P., & Whiting, M. E. (1995). How English teachers get taught: Methods of
	Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
	Stake, R.E. (2006).  Multiple case study analysis.  New York: Guilford Press.
	Stansberry, S. & Kymes, A.  (2007).  Transformative learning through teaching with
	Taylor, E.W. (1999). A critical review of teaching belief research: Implications for adult
	Taylor, E. W. (2000). Fostering Mezirow’s transformative learning theory in the adult
	Taylor, E. W. (2008). Transformative learning theory. In S. B. Merriam (Ed.), An update
	Totten, S. (2005). Writing to learn for pre-service teachers. The Quarterly of the National
	Whitelaw, C., Sears, M., & Campbell, K. (2004). Transformative learning in a faculty  professional development context. Journal of Transformative Education, 2, 9–27.
	Instructor Consent Agreement
	COURSE SYLLABUS 2012
	Course Number and Title:  X
	Course Objectives:
	Text and Supplies:
	Evaluation:
	Day by Day*
	Tuesdays and Thursdays:  3:30 to 6:00
	September 20:  WRITING WORKSHOP:  Active Revision Strategies; STG:  Quick Poetry
	September 25:  Discussion/Activity:  Writing to Learn – Writing Across the Day; Touch on
	DUE:  Revised “FINAL” draft for group, Share Daybooks
	WRITTEN COURSE REQUIREMENTS
	Subject Heading: Opportunity to Participate in Research
	Dear [Language Arts Methods course] students,
	Thank you in advance,
	Lindsey Wilson
	RECRUITMENT QUESTIONNAIRE
	Pre-Study Questionnaire
	Demographic Information:
	Phone Number ______________  Age ________ Gender _____ Race/Ethnicity _______
	Educational Background:
	Please list your undergraduate area of study:  ___________________________________
	Have you ever taken a course on teaching writing to elementary students? Circle one:  Yes or No
	If yes: Name of course ________________________________________
	Please list additional courses on the back of this form
	Have you ever heard of writing workshop? Circle one:  Yes or No
	Have you ever held a formal classroom teacher position at the elementary level?
	Introduction
	Why is this study being done?
	What is involved in this study?
	What are the risks of participating in this study?
	Are there benefits to participating in this study?
	Will I receive payment for participating in this study?
	Can I be removed from the study?
	How will my privacy be protected?
	Problems or Questions?
	Please keep a copy of this consent form for your records
	Interview One: Focused Life History
	Interview Two: Details of the Experience
	Interview Three: Reflection on Experience
	Date _________________________
	Memo Writing
	Participants included in memo _________________________________________________________

