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ABSTRACT 
Writing is a critical component of many secondary classrooms, but little is known 

about teachers’ beliefs and assumptions surrounding their teaching of writing at the 

secondary level (particularly including the beliefs of special educators) and teaching 

writing to students with disabilities. Yet, teachers’ beliefs impact their own 

perceptions and judgments, which can then affect their behavior (i.e., instructional 

decisions) within their class- rooms. The purpose of this study was to describe 

middle and high school general and special educators’ beliefs about writing. Results 

of this study demonstrated that secondary teachers (a) felt somewhat self-

efficacious about teaching writing and somewhat less self-efficacious about 

effecting change in students’ writing, (b) moderately emphasized explicitly teaching 

writing, (c) were less likely to make adaptations for struggling writers across several 

writing practices, and (d) placed less emphasis on teaching basic transcription 

skills. Although limitations related to sample size preclude further disaggregated 

analyses, this study offers an early examination of teachers’ writing beliefs across 

several content domains. Changing writing practices in secondary classrooms will 

necessitate instructional methods that are individualized to meet students’ needs as 

well as a personal examination of one’s own beliefs to ensure that what one 

believes is not inhibiting the delivery of effective instructional writing practices. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10573569.2019.1666759


Introduction 
Writing is a critical component of many secondary classrooms. However, the 

writing performance of secondary students nationally is disappointing, particularly 

for students with disabilities (SWDs). According to the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, 97% of 8th graders and 95% of 12th graders with disabilities 

(excluding those with a 504 plan) scored at or below basic compared to 71% for 

students without disabilities at each grade level (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2014). Perhaps because of these startling statistics, considering what 

teachers understand and believe about writing across the secondary grades—

including their sense of self-efficacy and the types of writing practices that they 

emphasize in their instruction—is critically important. 

 

The importance of writing for secondary students 
Over about the last 20 years, reoccurring calls for a focus on writing have 

been issued (e.g., National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools & 

Colleges, 2003; National Governor’s Association & State Education Chiefs, 2010; 

National Center for Education Research (NCER) and National Center for Special 

Education Research (NCSER), Institute of Education Sciences (IES), 2017), 

including more recent recognition from the NCER and NCSER within IES (2017) to 

address the writing needs of secondary students. Once viewed as the neglected R 

(National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools & Colleges, 2003), writing 

plays a critical role in not only academic success but also postsecondary and life 

success. In school, weaker writing skills are typically linked to retention, failure, 

increased risk of school dropout, and reduced opportunities for attending college 

(Graham & Perin, 2007). Outside of school, the need to write effectively is an 

essential skill in the majority of fields, seen as critical by professionals and 

employers alike, and can inhibit postsecondary and employment opportunities, with 

American businesses spending billions of dollars annually to remediate 

employers’ writing skills (National Commission on Writing for America’s Families, 

Schools, & Colleges, 2004). 

Moreover, writing instruction across the content areas is not widely 



researched, and many teachers do not feel that they have been adequately 

prepared to teach writing (Gillespie, Graham, Kiuhara, & Hebert, 2014; Kiuhara, 

Graham, & Hawken, 2009). Recent national surveys of high school and middle 

school teachers in the four core content areas (i.e., English language arts, 

social studies, science, and mathematics) have revealed that most teachers receive 

minimal or no formal training in teaching writing (Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham, 

Capizzi, Harris, Hebert, & Morphy, 2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009). At the high school 

level, 71% of all teachers reported minimal to no preparation during college (i.e., 

pre-service preparation) on teaching writing (Kiuhara et al., 2009). For middle 

school teachers, 48% indicated minimal and 16% indicated no preparation during 

college (whether this was also pre-service preparation was not defined by the 

authors; Graham et al., 2014). Similar trends were also reported for in-service 

preparation in writing—44% of high school teachers reported little support for 

teaching writing (Kiuhara et al., 2009), and 40% and 4% of middle school teachers 

reported minimal or no in-service preparation, respectively (Graham et al., 2014). 

The percentage of teachers reporting adequate or extensive writing preparation 

during pre-service programs is also very small across both studies (27% and 9%, 

respectively, of middle school teachers, and 47% of high school teachers reporting 

adequate pre-service preparation within their content area or discipline; Graham et 

al., 2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009). These numbers are similar for middle school 

teachers who report their in-service preparation in writing as adequate (41%) or 

extensive (14%; Graham et al., 2014), whereas 58% of high school teachers report 

their in-service preparation to teach writing within their content area or discipline as 

adequate (Kiuhara et al., 2009). 

While current practice and belief suggests that adolescents are assumed to 

have mastered writing and the writing process so as not to require instruction in 

writing past the elementary grades, it equally seems that current practice and belief 

suggest that secondary teachers are foremost content experts rather than writing 

experts. Such assumptions erroneously discredit the role of writing across the 

secondary content areas and potentially positions secondary educators to over- 

look the importance of teaching writing within their content domain. However, 



understanding teachers’ beliefs about writing is not readily researched (as 

discussed below), necessitating a more current update and expansion of the 

existing literature. The lack of information makes it difficult to determine what 

educators know, feel, and are able to do to reach the varied writing needs of the 

students that they work with daily. 

 

Social cognitive and cognitive underpinnings of learning and writing 
To better understand teachers’ beliefs, this study draws from two theoretical 

frameworks—Bandura’s social cognitive theory and Graham’s Writer(s)-Within-

Community model of writing. Bandura’s social cognitive theory is rooted in human 

agency. And, foundational to human agency is the belief of personal efficacy. As 

Bandura acknowledges, individuals are not incentivized to act unless they believe 

that they can produce desired—rather than undesired—actions (Bandura, 

2000). Consequently, it would seem that self-efficacy beliefs are agentive (Bandura, 

1982), influencing the actions one might take as a result of whether he/she believes 

that he/she can produce a desired outcome. Thus, for teachers, self-efficacy beliefs 

about writing would influence what instructional practices one might engage in 

depending on whether he/she thinks that he/she can elicit change in students. 

Because teachers serve as models when teaching writing, they are not only 

teaching their students but also building their own self-efficacy for effecting change 

in the classroom (Schunk, 2012). In doing so, they simultaneously contribute to 

building a writing community. As Graham (2018) states, the premise behind his 

Writer(s)-Within-Community model “is that the community in which writing takes 

place and the cognitive capabilities and resources of those who create writing, 

simultaneously shape and constrain the creation of written text” (pp. 272–273). 

Because writing takes place in classrooms, classrooms assume the role of a writing 

community. However, because teachers come to those classrooms with varying 

degrees of writing knowledge and self-efficacy within their given content domain, 

the tools (e.g., pen, paper, digital and electronic writing and planning tools) and the 

actions (e.g., typical practices) that they use or are willing to use can vary, 

influencing the writing goals that are set and the written products that are produced. 



These four components—tools, actions, writing goals, and written products—are at 

the core of Graham’s (2018) model and depend upon “multiple interacting features 

of the writing community including its purposes, members, physical/social 

environment, and collective history” (p. 280). 

To this writing community, individuals also bring a set of cognitive 

resources, of which Graham (2018) identifies beliefs as a component of long-term 

memory resources. Specifically, he identifies six broad sets of beliefs that can both 

help and hinder the process of writing: (a) judgments about the value and utility of 

writing, (b) personal competence as writers, (c) judgments about why one engages 

in writing, (d) judgments about why one is or is not successful in writing, 

(e) beliefs about one’s personal identity as a writer, and (f) beliefs about the 

writing community itself (e.g., its success, its value, one’s place within the 

community, the climate of the classroom/ community, personal interactions, and 

why the community engages in certain writing practices; pp. 292–294). As a 

contributing and evaluative member of this community of writers, teachers’ 

beliefs about writing and their personal beliefs about their own abilities influence the 

role writing plays within their instructional practices. 

 

The role of teacher self-efficacy in teaching writing 
As Pajares (1992) has noted, few would disagree that teachers’ beliefs 

impact their own perceptions and judgments, which can then affect their behavior 

(i.e., instructional decisions) within their class- rooms. Moreover, teacher practice 

and instruction are directly related to an individual teacher’s self- efficacy beliefs and 

his/her beliefs or theories about instruction. These beliefs can also impact student 

learning and the quality and type of activities/practices that teachers implement in 

the classroom (Graham, Harris, MacArthur, & Fink, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Chen, 

2014). Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs (i.e., their confidence in effecting student 

learning) have been powerfully linked to both teacher practice and student outcome 

(Graham, Harris, Fink, & MacArthur, 2001; Tschannen- Moran, Hoy, & Hoy, 1998; 

Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004). Teachers with a stronger sense of self- efficacy 

are more likely to be willing to try different practices to support student learning, are 



typically better organized, plan more, provide higher quality instruction, attend 

longer to students who are struggling, are less critical of students when they make 

errors, and are less likely to refer students for special education services (Allinder, 

1994; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Graham et al., 2001). 

 

The role of theoretical orientations in teaching writing 
Beyond self-efficacy, teachers’ theoretical orientations—the beliefs and 

assumptions that teachers hold about teaching and learning—have been 

suggested to have important implications for teaching literacy and writing 

(Fitzgerald, 1993, 1999; Graham et al., 2002; Lipson, Mosenthal, Daniels, & 

Woodside-Jiron, 2000; Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe, 2011). That is, teachers’ 

beliefs about how writing should be taught and learned influence the ways in which 

they teach writing (Cunningham & Fitzgerald, 1996). Perhaps one of the most 

controversial and paradigmatic shifts in writing instruction is the juxtaposition 

between explicit and systematic approaches to teaching writing and a more natural 

approach captured frequently by a writer’s workshop model that emphasizes writing 

as a process. This underlying contention in approach to writing instruction dates 

back to the early 20th century. However, despite a recent reliance on process 

approaches to writing instruction (Kiuhara et al., 2009), Langer (2001) found that 

the most successful English teachers use a combination of explicit isolated skill 

instruction, application and practice, and integrated practice of skills and knowledge 

in embedded activities. Troia and Maddox (2004) also found that middle school 

general and special educators valued a balanced approach to writing instruction, 

but they were unsure as to how such an approach might be accomplished when 

“teaching lower level writing skills and higher level composing strategies within a 

process-oriented framework” (abstract). They identified several challenges to 

delivering effective writing instruction: (a) expansive subject content, (b) large class 

sizes, (c) variation in students’ abilities, (d) decreased student motivation, (e) 

meeting the needs of SWDs within general education class- rooms, and (f) 

ineffective district-mandated writing curriculum. Similar findings of teachers 

integrating both explicit skills and natural approaches to writing have been 



reported at the elementary level (Pressley, Rankin, & Yokoi, 1996). Process 

approaches to writing also do not always result in more positive motivational beliefs 

about writing (Honeycutt & Pritchard, 2005; Troia, Lin, Monroe, & Cohen, 2009), 

although process approaches like the writer’s workshop have been associated 

with improved writing quality for students in general education classes (Graham & 

Perin, 2007; Graham & Sandmel, 2011). Despite the limited research examining 

teachers’ theoretical orientations (Graham et al., 2002), teachers’ views about the 

different approaches to teaching writing are linked to the classroom and 

instructional writing practices that they implement with their students, as well as 

their self-efficacy beliefs. 

 

The role of instructional practices and adaptations in teaching writing 
Basic writing skills have been a tenet of elementary classrooms, whereas text 

generation and organization have been more critical to secondary classrooms. 

Graham, Harris, Fink-Chorzempa, and MacArthur (2003) noted that the majority of 

primary teachers emphasized basic writing skills at least several times a week, 

whereas several text writing processes were only emphasized weekly or less. 

Middle school special educators have also emphasized basic transcription skills 

over text generation and organization for their SWDs (Troia & Maddox, 2004), 

despite that general secondary instruction is often more concerned with text 

generation and organization as higher-order writing processes. 

Teachers must also ensure that their instruction is responsive to 

students’ individual and unique needs. Individualizing instruction is particularly 

critical for students who are struggling in writing and for students who receive 

specially designed instruction as stipulated by their individualized education plans. 

While adapting instruction is an important teaching technique, limited empirical data 

are available on the different types of adaptations that teachers make (Graham 

et al., 2003). Where data are available, outstanding literacy teachers report 

providing more intensive and individualized supports for basic writing skills (e.g., 

decoding), which oftentimes are not addressed within the secondary grades 

(Pressley, Yokoi, Rankin, Wharton-McDonald, & Mistretta, 1997; Pressley et al., 



1996; Rankin-Erickson & Pressley, 2000). However, other researchers have found 

that K–12 teachers make few if any adaptations for struggling students in general 

education classrooms (Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998; McIntosh, 

Vaughn, Schumm, Haager, & Lee, 1993). More recently, Graham et al. (2014) 

found that while more than half of middle school teachers responding to their 

survey employ a number of adaptations for struggling writers at least every two 

months, the majority of teachers reported only using one adaptation at least weekly 

(i.e., extra encouragement) and one adaptation at least monthly (i.e., extra time to 

complete writing assignments). Further, the majority of teachers rarely provided sup- 

ports in spelling and revising. At the high school level, Kiuhara et al. (2009) found 

that language arts teachers made more adaptations than science and social studies 

teachers. Additionally, most adaptations occurred infrequently. Only the adaptations 

increase writing about what was read and extra instruction on text organization were 

used by the majority of teachers at least once or twice a month. Interestingly, 73% to 

87% of teachers never made the adaptations increase publishing or writing and extra 

handwriting instruction. 

 

Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to describe middle and high school general 

and special educators’ beliefs about writing using three scales developed by 

Graham and colleagues (see Graham et al., 2001, 2002, 2003)—one on self-

efficacy beliefs, one on theoretical orientations, and one on writing practices and 

adaptations. While Graham and colleagues (Graham et al., 2001, 2002, 2003) 

sought to provide an early 2000s perspective on primary grade teachers’ beliefs 

about writing, little is currently known about secondary teachers’ beliefs and 

assumptions surrounding the teaching of writing (particularly including the beliefs 

of special educators) and teaching writing to SWDs (Graham et al., 2002; 

Pajares, 1992; Troia & Graham, 2017; Troia & Maddox, 2004), making this an 

important area for continued research. Moreover, because Graham and colleagues 

had updated previous scales, all specific to the act of writing, this study sought to 

provide greater evidence for the scales across the secondary grade levels. 



Working from existing scales is preferred so as to grow the research supporting 

their sensitivity to working with other populations than it is to start with the creation 

of a new scale. Furthermore, although designed for primary grade teachers, these 

surveys are well known in the special education research, are specific to just writing 

rather than the larger construct of literacy, and could be used independently without 

collecting subsequent teacher- or student-level data (though such data would be of 

benefit to confirm teachers’ self-reported beliefs). The following research questions 

were examined: (a) How self-efficacious do secondary teachers feel about teaching 

writing to their middle and high school students? (b) What are teachers’ beliefs 

about the role of correctness, explicit instruction, and natural learning in the 

teaching of writing? (c) What writing practices did teachers emphasize in their 

instruction? (d) Do statistically significant differences exist on factor scores for the 

self-efficacy, writing orientation, and teaching writing scales across participants who 

provided demo- graphic data, the state in which a teacher teaches, or on time of 

data collection? (e) How do teachers’ writing instruction practices vary between 

average and struggling writers? (f) What other adaptations to writing instruction do 

secondary teachers make for struggling writers? 

 

Methods 
Sampling procedures 

In the summer and early fall of 2016, superintendents across six school 

districts in the Midwest and Northeast United States were contacted (via phone and 

e-mail) to obtain permission to distribute a survey to middle and high school content 

and special education teachers. Content teachers were defined as communication 

arts/English language arts, math, social studies, science, and foreign/world language 

teachers. If permission was granted, an e-mail was sent to the superintendent or 

another identified district employee (e.g., building principal, Coordinator for Social 

Studies and Secondary Language Arts) describing the survey and the research 

study along with an online link to the survey to be forwarded to teachers. 

Representatives from three of the districts agreed to distribute the initial e- mail and 

two follow-up e-mails containing the survey link to their teachers once a month from 



October through December. The survey link remained active for four months. 

District representatives were asked to provide the number of teachers in their 

district who received the survey link. It was during this time that the lead author 

learned that two of the district representatives also sent the survey to other 

members of their faculty (e.g., intervention teachers). Representatives in these 

three districts distributed the survey to 277 middle school teachers and 331 high 

school teachers (see Table 1). Eighty-six total responses were received; twenty-

eight were eliminated from analysis because they were either blank or they did 

not contain at least one completed scale. This left 58 useable responses. Thus, of 

received responses (regardless of completion level), a response rate of 14.14% 

was calculated. 

In March of the same academic year, 18 additional school districts across 

the same Midwestern state were contacted via e-mail to obtain permission to 

distribute the same survey to their middle and high school content and special 

education teachers. The same procedures (described above) were followed. Two 

districts granted permission for participation. Representatives distributed the survey 

to 155 middle school and 175 high school teachers between March and May of the 

academic year (see Table 1). One of the schools also sent the survey to other 

members of their faculty (e.g., elective, intervention, and gifted teachers, as well as 

counselors and library personnel). Thirty-one total responses were received; eleven 

were eliminated from analysis because they were either blank or they did not 

contain at least one completed scale. This left 20 useable responses. Thus, of 

received responses (regardless of completion level), a response rate of 9.39% was 

calculated. For the complete study, combining data from both fall and spring 

administration of the survey, this left 78 useable responses. Of all received 

responses across both administration periods (regardless of completion level), a 

response rate of 12.47% was calculated. At both data collection periods, responses 

completed by other teachers or school faculty were retained if respondents had 

answered at least one complete scale as it was not possible to determine whether 

responses containing no demographic data were answered by a “content 

teacher” or special educator. 



Participants 
Partial or complete data were available from 78 teachers (or school 

personnel). However, completed demographic data were only available from 47 

teachers. Participants described themselves as primarily female (66%), White or 

European American (89%), and between the ages of 30 and 39 (34%). More 

teachers taught in high schools (68%), and more teachers reported teaching in 

the Midwestern states (79%). Most participants had completed both bachelor’s and 

master’s degrees in their field (45%). More teachers identified as either 11th- or 

12th-grade teachers (51% equally) or communication arts/English language arts 

teachers (36%). Slightly more than one- third of teachers (36%) reported class 

sizes between 21 and 30 students. Moreover, teachers stated that they had 

between one and five SWDs (57%) and between one and five English language 

learners (ELLs; 62%) in their classrooms. Teachers had been teaching between 

one and 28 years and had been teaching in the secondary grades between one 

and 26 years. The complete demo- graphic table is available in Table 2. 

Additionally, teachers slightly agreed that they had received adequate pre-

service preparation in teaching writing (M = 3.17, SD = 1.48). Approximately 62% of 

the subgroup of teachers providing demographic information slightly to strongly 

agreed that their pre-service training was adequate. When evaluating their in-

service preparation in writing, teachers moderately agreed that their training was 

adequate (M = 2.94, SD = 1.57). Approximately 66% of the subgroup of teachers 

providing demographic information slightly to strongly agreed that their in-service 

preparation in teaching writing was adequate. 

 

Setting 

The first participating school district was located in a mid-sized Midwestern 

city, included six middle and four high schools (including one alternative high 

school), and had a total enrollment of 17,383 students with 41.8% and 35.3% of 

students at the middle and high school levels qualifying for a free or reduced-price 

lunch. At the two levels, 3.8% and 3.0% qualified as ELLs, and 10.5% and 9.3% 

qualified for special education services, respectively. The second and third districts  



 

 

 



 



were located in rural areas in the Northeast United States. The second district 

contained one middle and one high school and had a total district enrollment of 

1,708 students. One percent of students were identified as ELLs, 10% qualified as 

SWDs, 28% were eligible for a free lunch, and 7% were eligible for a reduced-price 

lunch. The third district contained one combined middle/high school building and 

had a total district enrollment of 857 students. No students qualified as ELLs, 17% 

qualified as SWDs, 42% were eligible for a free lunch, and 6% qualified for a 

reduced-price lunch. The fourth district was located in a mid-sized Midwestern city 

with two middle schools and one high school and a total district enrollment of 6,495 

students during the 2016 school year. District-wide, 17.1% were eligible for a 

free/reduced-price lunch, 4.3% qualified as limited English proficient, and 12.9% 

qualified for special education. The fifth district was located in a rural Midwestern 

community with one middle school, one high school, and a career center. The 

district enrolled approximately 2,282 students during the 2016 school year with 

58.3% and 43.4% of students qualifying for free/reduced price lunch at the middle 

and high school levels, respectively. District-wide, 3.8% qualified as limited English 

proficient and 9.3% qualified for special education. 

 

Instrumentation 

Middle and high school teachers completed three brief writing scales that 

were embedded within one electronic survey in Qualtrics. The survey was 

completely anonymous and the researcher did not receive access to teachers’ e-

mail addresses. Instead, Qualtrics randomly generated a unique ID for each 

respondent. Completion of the survey served as an acknowledgement of consent to 

participate in a research study. All university- and district-level requirements for 

conducting research with human subjects were followed and approved. Following 

the introductory “Dear Teacher” letter embedded in the electronic survey, 

participants were instructed, “As you begin, please keep in mind that any reference 

to the term ‘student,’ ‘child,’ or ‘children’ should be construed as an individual in 

grades 6–12.” 

The Teacher Efficacy Scale for Writing (Graham et al., 2001) is a 16-item 



questionnaire on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 

agree. The questionnaire is specific to writing and originally modified from the 

work of Gibson and Dembo (1984) and Woolfolk and Hoy (1990). The 16 items 

exhibit factor loadings of .45 or higher on one of two factors: Personal Self-Efficacy 

and General Self-Efficacy (Graham et al., 2001). The scale includes items such as 

“When a student’s writing performance improves, it is usually because I found 

better ways of teaching that student” and “Even a good writing teacher may not 

reach many students.” All items are presented in Table 3. 

The Writing Orientation Scale (Graham et al., 2001, 2002), based on earlier 

work by DeFord (1985) and Dreher (1990), is an 18-item questionnaire on a 6-point 

Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Internal consistency of 

the three factors (i.e., Correct Writing, Explicit Instruction, and Natural Learning) 

ranges from .60 to .70 (see Graham et al., 2001, 2002). Following a factor 

analysis, Graham et al. (2002) eliminated five items from the scale. For the 

purposes of this study, the original 18 items were administered, but eliminated 

items were not utilized when calculating mean factor scores. The scale includes 

items such as “Students need to meet frequently in small groups to react to and 

to critique each other’s writing” and “It is important to teach students strategies 

for planning and revising.” All items are presented in Table 4. 

The Teaching Writing Scale (Graham et al., 2003) is a 19-item scale 

designed to assess how often teachers use common instructional practices when 

teaching writing to typically achieving writers and struggling writers and writers with 

disabilities. This questionnaire uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from never to 

several times a day. Three items utilize a modified 7-point Likert scale where 1 = 

never, 4 = half of the time, and 7 = always. Following a factor analysis, Graham et al. 

(2001) eliminated 9 items from the scale, leaving 10 items representing four factors 

(i.e., Teaching Spelling, Teaching Grammar and Usage, Teaching Writing 

Processes, and Students Working Together). The 10 retained items across the four 

factors accounted for 41% of the total variance and the eigenvalues of all factors 

were >1.0 (Graham et al., 2001). These 10 items also had factor loadings of at least 

.40, loaded only on one factor, and exhibited good conceptual fit with the other  



 
 



 
items on the factor (Graham et al., 2001). For the purposes of this study, the 

original 19 items were administered, but eliminated items were not part of further 

analyses. Moreover, teachers were asked to respond to several additional items 

taken from a national survey of high school teachers (Kiuhara et al., 2009) within 

this portion of the survey to enrich our understanding of teachers’ instructional 

writing practices. What participants saw within the online survey is provided in 



Appendix A. Please note that parallel items were also presented concerning 

struggling writers and writers with disabilities. The retained scale includes items 

such as “Check how often you teach students how different texts are organized” 

and “Check how often students help their classmates with their writing.” All items are 

presented in Table 5. 

The final section of the survey asked teachers to respond to general 

demographic questions about themselves (e.g., sex, race/ethnicity, adequacy of in-

service and pre-service preparation in teaching writing, years teaching) and the 

buildings that they worked in (e.g., subject(s) taught, grade(s) taught, class size, 

school location, number of students receiving special education services, number of 

students qualifying as English language learners, percentage of students qualifying 

for free and reduced lunches). This section contained 19 questions that utilized one 

of the following question formats: multiple choice, multi-select (with and without 

room for elaboration), and short response. 

 

Research design and data analysis 

For Likert-type items across the three scales, quantitative descriptive 

statistics and frequencies (i.e., mean, standard deviation, and percentage) were 

used. Descriptive statistics and frequencies of scales’ factor scores were also 

calculated and a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to 

examine statistical difference across demographics (i.e., provided or not provided), 

state (i.e., not provided, Midwest, Northeast), and data collection cycle (i.e., fall or 

spring). One item on the Teaching Writing Scale asked teachers to identify any 

additional adaptations that they provide to struggling adolescent writers, and the 

final question within the demographic questions asked teachers whether they 

wanted to provide any additional information about their beliefs specific to writing. 

Responses to these two items were analyzed qualitatively with thematic analysis, 

but only for supplementing teachers’ supports for struggling writers and for providing 

context for teachers’ responses, respectively. The extent of the data provided for 

these two items was not sufficient for identifying and extracting saturated codes and 

themes as is commonly the practice in qualitative data analysis. 



 



 



Results 
Secondary teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs 

Self-efficacy beliefs were assessed on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). For the subsample of 78 teachers, and 

using the same two-factor solution identified by Graham et al. (2001), teachers 

expressed that they felt somewhat self-efficacious about teaching writing (i.e., 

Personal Self-Efficacy: M = 4.41, SD = 0.50). Seventy-eight percent of teachers 

obtained mean Personal Self-Efficacy scores of 4.0 (slightly agree) or higher. 

However, teachers were somewhat less self-efficacious about effecting change in 

students’ writing despite outside influences like those originating from the family or 

a student’s home environment (i.e., General Self-Efficacy: M = 3.72, SD = 0.79). 

Only 38% of teachers obtained mean General Self-Efficacy scores of 4.0 (slightly 

agree) or higher. Table 3 provides item-level mean and standard deviation scores 

by administration collection period. 

The two factors—General and Personal Self-Efficacy—exhibited 

moderate and acceptable Cronbach’s alpha scores of .683 and .713, respectively. 

Results of a 2 x 3 x 2 MANOVA using factor scores as the dependent variable 

demonstrated non-significant differences based on the availability of demographic 

data (k = .991, F = .342, p = .711), the state in which the teacher taught (k = .973, 

F = .990, p = .377), and time of data collection (k = 1.000, F = .007, p = .993). The 

multivariate effects were confirmed by the between-subject effects (see Table 6), 

finding no statistically significant differences between the Personal and General 

Self-Efficacy factors of the scale when exploring the same variables. Interaction 

effects could not be calculated due to sample size limitations; however, because the 

goal of the study was not to run a factorial design, inter- action effects were not of 

interest across all multivariate analyses within this study.  

 

Secondary teachers’ writing orientation beliefs 
Teachers’ writing orientation beliefs were also assessed on a 6-point Likert 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Using the same 

three-factor solution identified by Graham et al. (2002), it is evident that teachers 



placed less emphasis on correctness in writing (i.e., Correct Writing: M = 3.40, 

SD = 0.84), moderate emphasis on explicitly teaching writing (i.e., Explicit 

Instruction: M = 4.95, SD = 0.56), and slight emphasis on natural approaches to 

writing (i.e., Natural Learning: M = 4.19, SD = 0.75). For this subsample of 69 

teachers, 97% agreed that explicit writing instruction was important as evidenced 

by a mean score of 4.0 or higher on the Likert scale for this factor. Sixty-four 

percent of the teachers also believed that the natural learning approach to writing 

was important. However, only 29% of teachers believed that correctness in writing 

was important when teaching secondary students. Table 4 provides item- level 

mean and standard deviation scores by administration collection period. 

The three factors—Correct Writing, Explicit Instruction, and Natural 

Learning—exhibited low to moderate Cronbach’s alpha scores of .661, .538, and 

.499, respectively. Results of a 2 x 3 x 2 MANOVA using factor scores as the 

dependent variable demonstrated nonsignificant differences based on the 

availability of demographic data (k = .959, F = .877, p = .458), the state in which the 

teacher taught (k = .944, F = 1.218, p = .311), and time of data collection (k = .983, 

F = .352, p = .788). The multivariate effects were confirmed by the between-subject 

effects (see Table 7), finding no statistically significant differences between the 

Correct Writing, Explicit Instruction, and Natural Learning factors of the scale when 

exploring the same variables. 

 

 
 

Secondary teachers’ writing practices and adaptations 
Moreover, the writing practices that teachers use in class along with the 

adaptations they make for struggling writers were examined using the Teaching 



Writing Scale (Graham et al., 2003). Because we were only interested in the 10 

items of the Teaching Writing Scale (Graham et al., 2001), respondents who had 

answered at least the 10 required items were counted; this provided 

55 usable responses (with 47 being completed responses). The frequency with 

which teachers taught/emphasized a number of writing instructional practices for 

average and struggling writers (expressed as a percentage) was assessed using a 

7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (several times a day). Refer to Table 

5. Examining the responses of elementary teachers, Graham et al. (2001) identified 

four factors: Teaching Spelling, Teaching Grammar and Usage, Teaching Writing 

Processes, and Students Working Together. 

The four factors—Teaching Spelling, Teaching Grammar and Usage, 

Teaching Writing Processes, and Students Working Together—exhibited moderate 

and acceptable Cronbach’s alpha scores of .869, .654, .695, and .700, 

respectively, for typically developing writers and .896, .650, .807, and .789, 

respectively, for struggling writers. Results of a 2 x 3 x 2 MANOVA using fac- 

tor scores as the dependent variable demonstrated nonsignificant differences 

based on the availability of demographic data (k = .939, F = .769, p = .551), the 

state in which the teacher taught (λ = .881, F = 1.482, p = .223), and time of data 

collection (λ= .940, F = .750. p = .563), for typically developing writers. For struggling 

writers, nonsignificant differences were also found for the availability of demographic 

data (λ = .960, F = .491, p = .742), the state in which the teacher taught (λ = .834, F = 

2.333, p = .069), and time of data collection (k = .958, F = .520, p = .721). The 

multivariate effects were confirmed by the between-subject effects (see Table 8), finding 

no statistically significant differences among the Teaching Spelling, Teaching Grammar 

and Usage, Teaching Writing Processes, and Students Working Together factors of 

the scale when exploring the same variables, with the exception of Teaching 

Spelling for the state in which the teacher taught for both typically developing 

writers and for struggling writers. 

Consistent with the work of Graham et al. (2003), we also examined 

individual items by subtracting teachers’ scores for average or typically achieving 

students from scores for struggling writers. A positive score indicated that the 



instructional strategy or activity occurred more often for struggling writers. A 

negative score indicated that the instructional strategy or activity occurred more 

often for typically achieving writers. A score of zero reflected no adaptations. We 

discuss these findings next by the four scale factors identified by Graham et al. 

(2001). 

 
 

Teaching spelling 
Secondary teachers in this study placed considerably less emphasis on 

teaching basic transcription skills. For both average and struggling writers overall, 

approximately 40% or fewer of teachers reported teaching spelling words, phonics 

skills, and spelling strategies to spell unknown words at least weekly. Difference 

scores suggest that teachers made slightly fewer adaptations for struggling writers 

on teaching spelling words (-.09) and teaching phonics skills for spelling (-.02). 

However, teachers made slightly more adaptations for struggling writers when 

teaching strategies for spelling unknown words (.05). Paired sample t tests revealed 

no statistically significant differences between average and struggling writers. 



Teaching grammar and usage 
Approximately 50% of teachers reported teaching grammar skills and 

punctuation and capitalization at least weekly. Difference scores suggest that 

teachers made slightly more adaptations for struggling writers when teaching 

grammar (.02), but slightly fewer adaptations when teaching punctuation and 

capitalization (-.18). Paired sample t tests revealed no statistically significant 

differences between average and struggling writers. 

 

Teaching writing processes 
Approximately 50% of teachers reported teaching how different texts are 

organized (text organization) and revising strategies to both average and struggling 

writers at least weekly. Teaching planning strategies received a slightly stronger 

emphasis; 50% to 60% of teachers reported teaching these skills at least weekly for 

both average and struggling writers. Difference scores suggest that teachers made 

slightly fewer adaptations for struggling writers when teaching how texts are 

organized (-.22), revising (-.18), and planning (-.24). Paired sample t tests 

revealed no statistic- ally significant differences between average and struggling 

writers. 

 

Students working together 
Approximately 50% of teachers reported that students shared their writing 

with their peers at least weekly for both average and struggling writers. Although 

slightly more teachers (53%) reported that average writers in their classes helped 

their classmates with their writing, significantly fewer teachers (35%) reported that 

struggling writers helped their classmates with their writing at least weekly. 

Difference scores suggest that teachers made slightly fewer adaptations for 

struggling writers when having them share their writing (-.07) and help their 

classmates with their writing (-.60). Paired sample t tests revealed statistically 

significant differences between average and struggling writers for helping 

classmates with their writing (t = 3.462, df = 54, p = .001). 

 



Adaptations for struggling writers 
Teachers’ responses to the open-ended question about any additional 

adaptations for struggling writers were collected and analyzed by type. Of the 47 

available responses, 12 provided useful responses, 31 said none, one was 

undecipherable, one listed supports he/she provides for all students, one said the 

survey was getting too long, and one talked about his/her classes and ELL students. 

In total, the 12 usable responses named 30 additional adaptations. Iterative 

regroupings from specific examples (e.g., extended time, speech-to-text 

technology) to broader categories (e.g., standard instructional supports/techniques, 

technology supports) revealed overlap with five of the six categories identified by 

Graham et al. (2003): (a) supporting writing processes, (b) supporting basic skills, 

(c) instructional supports, (d) supporting writing assignments, and (e) providing 

students with extra assistance. 

The majority of adaptations (14 of the 30 named or 46.67%) were specific to 

supporting writing processes. These adaptations were focused around ways to 

support students’ use and application of writing processes and procedures from 

pre-planning to revising and editing. For example, teachers mentioned highlighters 

for identifying important information in text; providing guides and checklists; 

modeling writing, spelling, and penmanship; reading back written text; drawing a 

picture and then writing; as well as options for typing assignments and using 

computer and online composing programs. 

In contrast to the above analyses, teachers emphasized the need to 

support students’ basic writing skills (7 out of 30 named, or 23.33%), that is, 

helping students overcome transcription barriers. Specifically, teachers mentioned 

technology for auto-correcting spelling, using technology to look up spellings of 

unknown words, using letter tiles to help students with spelling, and pro- viding word 

banks and keyboarding/handwriting instruction. 

Five of the 30 adaptations (16.67%) were classified as other instructional 

supports; these were traditional supports found as classroom accommodations and 

modifications. Examples included discussions, extended time, using multiple choice 

items for completing sentences, and the use of a scribe for writing tasks. Relatively 



few adaptations addressed writing assignments (3 of the 30 named, or 10.00%) 

such as specific types of writing assignments (e.g., writing letters in science), or 

providing sup- ports to build a writing assignment (e.g., providing prewritten 

words/phrases or giving introductory and conclusion sentences and using fill-in-the-

blank and close-type writing or sentence activities). Only one named adaptation 

(3.33%) specified the provision of extra assistance. This was usually construed as 

one-on-one and may have included mini-lessons provided before or after school. 

 

Discussion 
The purpose of this study was to extend the literature as it relates to 

secondary teachers’ beliefs about writing, as little is known about these teachers’ 

beliefs and assumptions surrounding the teaching of writing (particularly including 

the beliefs of special educators) and teaching writing to SWDs (Graham et al., 

2002; Pajares, 1992). In doing so, we used three writing scales developed earlier by 

Graham and colleagues (see Graham et al., 2001, 2002, 2003). 

 

Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs 
Our findings resemble those of the limited previous research supporting 

elementary general educators’ self-efficacy beliefs about writing (Personal: M = 4.58, 

SD = 0.69; General: M = 3.67, SD = 1.01; Graham et al., 2001) as well as middle 

school special (Personal: M = 4.63, SD = 0.82; General: M = 3.15, SD = 1.52) and 

general educators (Personal: M = 3.74, SD = 1.18; General: M = 3.28, SD = 1.44; 

Troia & Maddox, 2004). That teachers in this study (like in the earlier studies) felt 

some- what confident about teaching writing is encouraging. That they do not feel 

confident to effect change in their students given family/home circumstances, 

however, is concerning, suggesting that teachers believe their own self-efficacy is 

no match for outside influences on students’ lives, leaving them unable to affect 

students’ writing. Moreover, although teachers in this study indicated that they had 

received adequate pre- and in-service preparation in writing, nationally, teachers do 

not believe that they have received adequate training (Gillespie et al., 2014; 

Graham et al., 2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009). This is concerning when one might 



expect that stronger preparation in writing would result in teachers having stronger 

self-efficacy beliefs. Thus, it may be possible that teachers overestimate their 

confidence in their abilities despite their training. This level of overconfidence may 

have serious ramifications. Namely, it may make it more difficult for teachers to 

accept or seek remediation to improve their teaching of writing because they 

already believe that they are effective. 

 

Teachers’ theoretical orientations about writing 
Secondary teachers’ emphasis on explicitly teaching writing, followed by 

natural approaches to writing, again align with the beliefs of elementary general 

educators regarding correct, explicit, and natural writing (M = 3.17, SD = 1.07; M = 

5.26, SD = 0.68; M = 4.11, SD = 0.88, respectively; Graham et al., 2002). Similarly, 

Troia and Maddox (2004) found that special and general educators emphasized 

explicit (M = 4.72, SD = 0.92; M = 5.23, SD = 0.95) and natural (M = 3.81, SD = 1.35; 

M = 4.48, SD = 1.22) approaches to writing, respectively, over correctness (M = 3.00, 

SD = 1.52; M = 3.02, SD = 1.66). Despite the recent popularity of writing workshop 

approaches, it seems that teachers in this study, like the teachers of earlier 

research, recognize and utilize a more blended approach borrowing from both explicit 

and natural approaches to teaching writing. Although correctness has consistently 

received less emphasis, at the secondary level, that correctness still maintains 

moderate emphasis might be in part due to the somewhat unconscious belief that 

better writing is marked by more correct writing. 

 

Teachers’ writing practices and adaptations 
Approximately half of teachers reported teaching skills related to grammar 

and usage, the writing process, and supporting collaborative writing to both 

typically developing and struggling writers at least weekly. However, fewer 

teachers reported teaching spelling skills and that struggling students helped their 

peers with their writing at least weekly. At the middle school level, Troia and 

Maddox (2004) found that the majority of special education teachers reported 

spending more time teaching spelling, grammar, punctuation, and capitalization 



at least weekly to SWDs. Writing practices seem to be influenced by the content 

that one is teaching and the curriculum(s) used at the school (Troia & Maddox, 

2004). The variability present in how often teachers use certain writing practices 

parallels the variability seen in teachers’ use of adaptations. 

Unlike Graham et al. (2003), who found statistically significant differences in 

favor of struggling students for several statements with elementary general 

educators, teachers in this study rarely reported making adaptations for struggling 

writers, which is consistent with the national survey literature (e.g., Kiuhara et al., 

2009). Troia and Maddox (2004) identified several barriers to the teaching and 

learning of writing which likely influences the writing instructional practices teachers 

choose to engage in in their classroom and the adaptations that they make for their 

struggling writers and writers with disabilities. 

Moreover, the additional adaptations that teachers named in this study 

were consistent with the work of Graham et al. (2003). Teachers in this study 

specified more adaptations focused on writing processes. Unlike Graham et al. 

(2003) where providing one-on-one help was the most frequent adaptation, only 

one named adaptation by teachers in this study was focused on providing extra 

assistance. Interestingly, while it seems that teachers can name adaptations, 

implementation of these adaptations and others is very inconsistent. 

 

Limitations 
A few limitations must be considered when interpreting the results of this 

study. First, this study lacked a sufficient number and equivalent representation of 

teachers from various content back- grounds and did not constitute a national 

representation of teachers. Thus, limitations in sample size and composition 

precluded any further analyses, particularly factorial analyses that could have 

examined the factor structure of the scales at the middle and high school levels and 

tests of significance to examine differences across content domain. Second, the 

response rate was low despite the number of teachers who received the link to 

participate in the study. Third, not all teachers completed all scales or provided 

demographic details, which precluded an examination of teacher performance 



across subsequent scales. Fourth, this study relies on teacher self-report data and 

runs the risk of teachers not accurately disclosing their beliefs and self-efficacy. 

Finally, unlike other surveys (e.g., Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014; 

Kiuhara et al., 2009), most teachers in this study agreed that they had received 

adequate pre-service and in-service training in writing instruction. This may have 

affected overall self-efficacy and thus the results of the study. 

 

Implications for research 
The research reported here offers a necessary step in advancing secondary 

teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about writing by incorporating special educators 

as part of the study sample. Although Kiuhara et al. (2009) and Gillespie et al. 

(2014) provide initial findings specific to a national sample of high school teachers, 

special educators seem to have been excluded from these studies, as well as 

others by Graham et al. (2014) and Troia and Graham (2017). Only Troia and 

Maddox (2004) included a subsample of special educators. Because special 

educators are likely to provide individualized and intensive interventions to 

struggling writers with disabilities, more needs to be known about how they 

approach writing and what they believe about writing. Moreover, additional research 

is needed in understanding the beliefs of secondary teachers across the content 

areas. Research that replicates and expands the work begun here, along with 

Graham and colleagues’ work with exploring the beliefs of elementary educators, 

would allow researchers to evaluate the factor structure with secondary educators 

and would also allow for an examination of beliefs across content areas. Even 

though some researchers (i.e., Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014; Kiuhara 

et al., 2009; Troia & Graham, 2017) have considered secondary-level educators, 

their research has primarily relied on surveys containing extensive numbers of 

items. Validating and identifying scales of more manageable length with 

adequate technical adequacy with secondary educators is needed. 

The research reported here relied solely on self-report of beliefs. Future 

research might consider collecting additional forms of data (e.g., focus group data 

like Troia and Maddox [2004] to triangulate quantitative results). In continuing to 



explore secondary educators’ beliefs about writing, researchers should consider the 

impact of teachers’ beliefs on the success of both typically achieving and struggling 

writers (including SWDs) across the content areas and on state and end-of-

course examinations. Researchers might also evaluate teachers’ own writing 

abilities along- side the self-report of their beliefs about writing, observe teachers’ 

use of adaptations within instruction, and match teachers’ beliefs to actual 

classroom practice. 

 

Implications for practice 
The need for knowing how to teach and support writing is a pedagogical 

imperative that is critical for the success of struggling and typically achieving 

writers. Teachers are encouraged to con- sider their own personal beliefs about 

writing and teaching writing, to revisit what they know and believe about different 

methods or orientations for teaching writing, and seek out opportunities for 

expanding their pedagogical and content knowledge related to writing. Moreover, it 

is possible that middle and high school teachers will need greater support 

incorporating adaptations for struggling writers into their content instruction. To 

ensure that teachers are knowledgeable of and know how to implement effective 

writing instructional practices and adaptations, administrators need to provide 

opportunities for teachers to acquire updated learnings in writing. Administrators 

might also provide observational feedback on how teachers address writing in 

lessons and require teachers to identify how writing fits with each lesson. 

Because the majority of SWDs spend 80% or more of their day in general 

education classes (McFarland et al., 2018), districts are encouraged to consider 

how they might find opportunities for special and general educators to plan and 

assess writing together (Troia & Maddox, 2004). Special and general educators 

bring varying domains of knowledge about child and adolescent development, 

content standards, and the scope and sequence of curriculum, that collectively they 

could help each other better match student needs with the practices and 

adaptations that they have named. Schools might also consider how writing 

coaches might be used to infuse and rethink how writing is taught, discussed, 



and applied across grades and across curriculum. 

Writing continues to demand a stronger focus within schools. Writing should 

not be viewed as only a means through which students demonstrate content 

knowledge, but needs to be seen as a content and skill worthy of individual 

attention. Yet, focusing solely on the practices that teachers should engage in will 

be unsatisfactory if research, local education agencies, and teacher preparation 

programs fail to consider teachers’ beliefs, how those beliefs developed, and why 

they hold the beliefs that they do. Teachers serve as models of writing in their 

classrooms and their self-efficacy beliefs influence the actions that they make. 

Teachers’ agency, as demonstrated through self-efficacy beliefs, is essential for 

building a community of writers. 

 

Conclusions 
Writing is a key component of many secondary classrooms, yet secondary 

teachers report not feeling prepared to teach writing (Gillespie et al., 2014; Kiuhara, 

et al., 2009). Exploring secondary teachers’ writing beliefs and self-efficacy are 

important for understanding teachers’ ideas about writing. The depth and inflexibility 

of such beliefs can impact student learning and influence the ways in which 

teachers support and teach writing in their classes. Changing writing practices in 

secondary classrooms will necessitate instructional methods that are individualized 

to meet students’ needs as well as a personal examination of one’s own beliefs to 

ensure that what one believes is not inhibiting the delivery of effective instructional 

writing practices. 
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Appendix A: Teaching writing scale 
Please indicate how frequently you employ the following common instructional 

practices when teaching writing in the secondary grades to average or typically 
developing writers.  
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