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ABSTRACT 

 

MARLA KING ROBERTSON 

INFLUENCES ON TEACHER DECISION-MAKING ABOUT WRITING 

INSTRUCTION IN A HIGH-STAKES WRITING 

ASSESSMENT GRADE 

 

AUGUST 2014 

 High-stakes testing is prevalent in American schools today and influences 

decisions made in those schools. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to 

explore influences on teacher decision-making about writing instruction in a high-

stakes writing assessment grade using a complexity lens. The focus was on one 

teacher and the state, district, and school system where she worked, acknowledging 

that schools, teachers, and students are complex, adaptive, self-organizing systems 

(Davis & Sumara, 2006; Kuhn, 2008; Patterson, Holladay, & Eoyang, 2013). Data 

were collected through interviews with the district language arts coordinator, the 

principal, and the teacher along with classroom and grade level team meeting 

observations and artifacts.  

Findings show that teaching is a complex adaptive nonlinear decision-making 

process. This analysis provided rich, detailed, finely grained descriptions of teacher 

decision-making as a complex adaptive process. Influences on teacher decision-

making cannot be talked about as if they are in isolation as each influence is made up 

of a network of complex unequal influences. Teacher decision-making involves a 

complex negotiation of tensions brought about by these various influences. Decisions 
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cannot be talked about as if they are made in isolation. Each decision is a part of a 

network of other decisions. High-stakes testing does influence teacher decision-

making in this context along with many other interconnected influences. The 

educational system influences teachers, but the teacher also has the potential to 

influence the educational system. Teacher beliefs influence teacher decision-making, 

but teacher beliefs are not static. Human Systems Dynamics (HSD) (Eoyang & 

Holladay, 2013) offers descriptions and explanations of teacher decisions. HSD 

analyses make visible conditions that trigger decisions or generate decisions in the 

context of the decision-making process. These findings are a step toward 

understanding underlying conditions that explain decisions that teachers make. These 

findings also confirm that contextual factors are highly relevant in education systems. 

Keywords: complexity, complex adaptive systems, Human Systems 

Dynamics, writing, writing instruction, teacher decision-making, high-stakes testing, 

high-stakes assessment, policy, contextual factors, self-organizing, negotiation, 

tension 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

“Writing is not simply a way for students to demonstrate what they know. It is a way to 

help them understand what they know. At its best, writing is learning….writing is an act 

of discovery.” (National Commission on Writing, 2003, p. 13-14) 

Learning to write is an important element of literacy learning. A few years ago 

when meeting with my grade level team in a new job in a new state, I was sharing what I 

had learned about teaching writing in my previous school. I was promptly informed that 

writing was not important in this grade because it was not tested until the next grade in 

this state. I was told by colleagues and administration alike that I was to focus on reading 

as this was the first year that students had to take the state mandated reading test and 

could be required to repeat the grade if they did not pass. This was my first experience 

with the influence of high-stakes testing on classroom instruction, specifically the 

narrowing of the curriculum in regards to writing and writing instruction. This prompted 

my interest in researching writing instruction in a high-stakes testing context. This 

qualitative case study follows a teacher to see what influences teacher decisions about 

writing instruction in a high-stakes testing context. 

Writing Research, Assessment, and Performance 

According to a recent publication, at all grade levels (K-12), time for writing is 

scarce (International Reading Association [IRA] & National Institute of Child Health and 
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Human Development [NICHD], 2011). The language arts block is used mainly for 

reading instruction and writing “may be taught as a separate activity, outside the language 

arts block, or it may not be formally taught at all” (p. 3). In a recent study of writing 

instruction in middle schools and high schools, it was noted that the type of writing done 

in classrooms still tends to be the teacher composing, and students are generally required 

to “fill in missing information, whether copying directly from a teacher’s presentation, 

completing work-sheets and chapter summaries” or are producing “formulaic essay 

structures keyed to the high-stakes test they will be taking, or writing the particular 

information the teacher is seeking” (Applebee & Langer, 2011, p. 26). Particularly rare in 

middle and high schools is time for students to write “as a way to study, learn, and go 

beyond – as a way to construct knowledge or generate new networks of understandings” 

(p. 26). What is happening that may be affecting decisions regarding time for writing and 

writing instruction in schools? 

At all grade levels, student proficiency in literacy continues to be a concern across 

the nation, and writing is one area of literacy education receiving attention. There has 

been an emphasis on writing research in the last 25 years with particular focus in the past 

10 years through the publication of several writing handbooks (Bazerman, 2008; 

MacArthur, Graham, & Fitzgerald, 2006; Smagorinsky, 2006), commission reports 

(National Commission on Writing, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2011), syntheses (Juzwik et al., 

2006; Silva & Brice, 2004) and other reports (Graham & Hebert, 2010; Graham & Perin, 

2007; Yancey, 2009). The Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution, a report 

prepared by the National Commission on Writing, reiterates the importance of writing. 
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“Writing today is not a frill for the few, but an essential skill for the many” (2003, p. 11). 

Recent publications such as Writing Next (Graham & Perin, 2007), Writing to Read 

(Graham & Hebert, 2010) and The Reading Writing Connection (IRA & NICHD, 2011) 

have addressed the benefits of writing while also focusing on the connection between 

writing and reading comprehension. In addition, adoption of the Common Core State 

Standards (Council of Chief State School Officers & National Governors Association, 

2010) by 45 states has provided an impetus in research and policy on the connection 

between reading and writing because of the focus on integrated reading, writing, listening 

and speaking as well as specific standards requiring writing across all grade levels.  

Along with this focus on writing has come increased assessment of writing skills 

at various levels. Both the SAT and ACT added a written essay section to college 

entrance exams within the last 10 years (ACT, 2012; Atkinson & Geiser, 2009; College 

Board, 2012), although the SAT is making the essay portion optional starting in 2016 

(Lorin, 2014). Also, many states now require a writing assessment at various grade 

levels. For example, Tennessee requires a writing assessment in grades 5, 8 and 11 

(http://www.tn.gov/education/assessment/writing.shtml). South Dakota requires a writing 

assessment in grades 5, 7, and 10 (http://doe.sd.gov/oats/writetolearn.aspx). Texas 

requires a writing assessment in grades 4 and 7 and in English I and English II 

(http://www.tea.state.tx.us/student.assessment/staar/writing/). Not only are writing 

assessments becoming more common, many states’ writing assessments are considered 

high-stakes in that students can be retained or the school or teacher can be positively or 

negatively labeled based on test scores (Barone & Taylor, 2006). In addition, with recent 
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calls for university education programs and individual teachers’ evaluations to be tied to 

student test scores, concern for how students perform on state and federally mandated 

tests is increasing (National Research Council, 2008; Wilson, Hallam, Pecheone, & 

Moss, 2011).  

Despite this emphasis on writing and an increase in writing assessments, reports 

show that students are graduating from high school lacking essential writing skills 

(Achieve, 2005; MacArthur et al., 2006; Troia, 2007) and are not proficient on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress tests in mastery of basic writing skills 

(Applebee & Langer, 2006; Manzo, 1999; National Center for Education Statistics, 2003, 

2008, 2012). There continues to be a large percentage of students who lack proficient 

writing skills, and lack of improvement in writing and reading achievement at all 

educational levels is still a concern (e.g., Achieve, 2005; National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2008, 2012; NICHD, 2000; Yancey, 2009).  

Effects of High-Stakes Testing 

For this research study, high-stakes testing is defined as assessment that has some 

kind of consequence attached to it such as rewards or penalties that accumulate to 

students, teachers, principals and/or schools based on student outcomes on tests (Secada, 

2003). High-stakes tests reach beyond standardized testing due to high-stakes 

consequences reflected in education activities (Huebert & Hauser, 1999) such as “ability 

grouping, retention, promotion, or graduation” (Grant, 2004, p. 4). High-stakes tests are 

also often used to achieve educational policy goals (National Research Council, 1999). 

Another aspect of high-stakes testing is that often the outcome of one assessment affects 
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decisions made about individual student progress or about instructional effectiveness 

(Barone & Taylor, 2006; McLaughlin, 2002). Thus, the term high-stakes refers to some 

kind of accountability, such as a positive or negative consequence, associated with a 

particular test or assessment practice. 

Many researchers document that there are positive outcomes of high-stakes 

testing practices in schools (William, 2010). For example, high-stakes tests can bring 

about curriculum alignment, which can have positive effects (English & Steffy, 2001). 

Also, high-stakes assessment policies can have a positive impact through improved 

instructional practices with better student motivation and involvement (Stone & Jacob, 

2005). Other positive effects of high-stakes testing are more time spent on instruction, an 

increased effort in covering material, and improved work habits (Koretz, McCaffrey, & 

Hamilton, 2001). Also, there is potential for positive outcomes, depending on context, 

regarding use of instructional time, focus of instructional time on standards at the local or 

state level, and assistance for students on particular aspects of future tests (Koretz et al., 

2001). 

However, other researchers document that assessment practices have an influence 

on writing and writing instruction and that in many schools there is a conflict between 

high-stakes tests and classroom curriculum. Research has recorded the conflict for 

teachers in meeting curriculum expectations and preparing for tests (Au, 2007; Calkins, 

Montgomery, Santman, & Falk, 1998), and also documents the effects of high-stakes 

testing practices on literacy curriculum and teacher practices (Applebee & Langer, 2011; 

Berliner, 2011; Pennington, 2004). Other research documents the effect that high-stakes 
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testing has on teacher’s decisions regarding literacy events and texts in their classrooms 

(Flint, Maloch, & Leland, 2010) and questions whether writing assessments accurately 

reflect students writing abilities (Dutro, Selland, & Bien, 2013; Graves, 2002; Hillocks, 

2002; National Commission on Writing, 2003). Frustration is reported by teachers in 

finding time for test preparation (Musoleno & White, 2010) particularly when they do not 

see the value of assessments in improving students’ literacy development (Hoffman, 

Assaf, & Paris, 2001). Research also shows that high-stakes testing often results in the 

narrowing of curriculum (Afflerbach, 2005; Applebee & Langer, 2011; Au, 2007; 

Berliner, 2011; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010) and results in reduced instructional time during 

the school day for non-tested subjects (Au, 2007; Berliner, 2011; Fitchett & Heafner, 

2010; Hamilton, 2003; Musoleno & White, 2010). This can be challenging for writing 

instruction in states where writing is not tested or for states where writing is tested in 

some years and not in others. Many states do not test writing every year in the elementary 

and middle grades, and some states do not test writing until high school. If writing is 

considered to be a separate activity and the emphasis in a particular state is on testing in 

reading, math, science, or social studies, many times instructional time during the school 

day for writing is sacrificed because writing is not tested that particular year in that 

particular grade (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Harper, Platt, Naranjo, & Boynton, 2007; 

McCarthey, 2008; National Commission on Writing, 2003), potentially influencing 

decisions regarding curriculum and instruction in regards to writing and writing 

instruction over the long term.  
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Although positive, negative, and neutral impacts have been recorded in response 

to high-stakes testing tied to accountability, in a high-stakes testing state there are 

tensions and challenges to education systems, particularly surrounding decisions about 

curriculum planning and instruction. This study is designed to explore these tensions and 

challenges to the system, the schools, and the classroom instruction.  

Purpose of the Study 

Accordingly, this qualitative case study describes influences on teacher decision-

making regarding writing instruction in a high-stakes testing context. The selected 

teacher taught in two writing assessment grades in a state that mandated writing 

assessments in both grades. 

Research Question(s) 

My research questions were: 

What does writing instruction look like in a writing teachers classroom(s) in a 

high-stakes testing context? 

What influences this teacher’s decisions about writing instruction?  

Significance of the Study 

Assessment practices are one of many factors that may influence teacher 

decisions about writing instruction. Some teachers may choose to emphasize more 

formulaic writing designed to help students pass a writing assessment rather than 

teaching them how to be writers and readers (Allington, 2001; Allington & Cunningham, 

2006; Fu, 2000; Graves, 2002; Shelton & Fu, 2004), and sometimes decisions about 

writing instruction are dictated by the state curriculum and the state writing test rather 
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than by research-based instructional practices (Brindley & Schneider, 2002; Slomp, 

2008). Because many mandated writing assessments focus on writing on demand from a 

prompt within a specified time period (Calfee & Miller, 2007), teacher decisions about 

writing instruction may be influenced by the format of the writing assessment. In states 

where writing is tested, external forces, such as high-stakes testing and standards, may 

influence teacher decisions by “shifting attention away from a broad program of writing 

instruction toward a much narrower focus on how best to answer particular types of test 

questions” (Applebee & Langer, 2006, p. 3). In some cases, in response to high-stakes 

writing assessments, assessment writing has become its own genre (Hillocks, 2002), and 

many schools are required to use commercial writing programs and prescribed strategies 

that teachers must follow as part of a test-taking curriculum designed to improve student 

achievement (Barone, 2006). Assessment practices may have positive and negative 

influences and may only be one of the factors influencing teacher decisions about writing 

instruction. Understanding how much and in what ways high-stakes testing practices 

influence teacher decisions is important. 

Overview of the Methodology 

 This study was a descriptive qualitative case study (Merriam, 1998) designed to 

explore teacher decision-making about writing instruction in a high-stakes writing 

assessment context. Once a writing teacher who taught in a high-stakes writing 

assessment grade was selected for the study, the principal of the school and the language 

arts coordinator of the district were interviewed in order to understand state, district, and 

school influences in this teachers’ individual teaching context. The teacher was then 
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interviewed over the course of the study using lesson plans as a springboard to learn what 

influenced decisions about the teaching of writing. The participating teacher was also 

observed teaching in her three types of classes over the course of the study and grade 

level team meetings were also observed. All interviews were transcribed, and field notes 

were taken during interviews and observations. Documents were also collected from the 

principal, the language arts coordinator, the teacher, and the grade level team. Data 

sources were analyzed with content analysis using the constant comparative method 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Data analysis was “recursive and dynamic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

169) looking for emerging themes. Data were triangulated and emerging themes were 

checked with the participant teacher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The study was conducted 

in a normal classroom environment during regular classroom activities.  

A second analysis was then done using Human Systems Dynamics models 

(Eoyang, 2012) which will be described further in Chapter II under Complexity. These 

models are designed to describe and explain dynamical change in complex human 

systems such as schools. An analysis was then done using an example from the areas of 

policy, curriculum, and instruction. 

Theoretical Framework 

Perspective is important to note in qualitative inquiry as perspectives influence 

decisions about what to research as well as the types of questions addressed in research 

and the ensuing analysis and discussion. To properly frame this study, it is important to 

address my views of reality, of schools, and of inquiry/research. 
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I view the world as emergent and constantly changing, from the natural world to 

gaining meaning from experience (Kuhn, 2008). Ontologically, this view shows the 

world as “self-organizing, non-linear, sensitive to initial conditions, and influenced by 

many sets of rules” (p. 182). This philosophical stance is often called complexity thinking 

and acknowledges that the “limited and provisional nature of all understanding must be 

recognized” (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001, p. 8). I also hold the view that gaining 

knowledge is “self-organizing, non-linear, sensitive to initial conditions, and influenced 

by many sets of rules” (Kuhn, 2008, p. 182). This complexity thinking in human social 

systems emphasizes that humans change and evolve individually and as a whole over 

time and that this change is unpredictable (Kuhn, 2008). A complexity thinking 

perspective recognizes the importance and uniqueness of individual context and the 

interdependence of scales in nested systems where parts can be influenced by or have 

influence on other parts at different scales (Cilliers, 2005; Davis & Sumara, 2006). There 

is also the acknowledgement that the world is not static. Dynamical change occurs in 

nonlinear ways and is often unpredictable, and even though systems may be nested, they 

are often massively entangled (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). Because of this, outcomes 

cannot be predicted or guaranteed. Self-organizing emergence occurs as overlapping 

parts adapt to changing conditions (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). 

Often a complexity perspective is associated with a systems perspective. Complex 

adaptive systems (CAS) are defined by Dooley (1996) as a “collection of agents (people, 

groups, ideas) that interact so that system-wide patterns emerge, and those patterns 

subsequently act on and influence the interactions among the agents” (p. 2). Cilliers 
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(2005) notes that complex systems have some nonlinear functions and interactions, 

consist of many components, and display “behavior that results from the interaction 

between components and not from characteristics inherent to the components 

themselves” (p. 257). For this study, I focus on CAS theory as it relates to human 

systems, particularly on the work of Eoyang (2012), Eoyang and Holladay (2013), and 

Patterson, Holladay, and Eoyang (2013).  

I view schools, classrooms, teachers, and students as complex, adaptive, and self-

organizing systems (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Davis, Sumara, & D’Amour, 2012; Horn, 

2008; Kuhn, 2008; Patterson et al., 2013). Patterson et al. (2013) describe schools as 

being filled with complexity from the learning of a single student to the “many 

interdependent parts/agents always in motion” of the school district as a whole (p. 8). 

They state that “schools and the larger community are comprised of many 

interdependent, overlapping, and nested systems, all of which continually adapt to 

changes within their boundaries and in the environment that holds them” (p. 8).  

From a CAS perspective, understanding of teacher decision-making cannot be 

obtained without knowledge of the complex context in which those decisions are made. 

Context for teachers is broader than the classroom and often includes larger systems 

within which the school system works (see Lemke & Sabelli, 2008). For example, federal 

and state government education systems publish educational standards and policies, many 

which come in the form of mandates, which influence smaller systems within the larger 

system. Context for teachers also includes the local systems in which the teacher interacts 
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such as district, school, and grade level systems. Again, people and policies within these 

systems may influence or be influenced by the smaller systems within the larger system.  

Context for teachers also includes systems outside of the traditional school 

context. Individual teachers come into teaching with past experiences that have shaped 

their beliefs and knowledge about teaching and learning through other systems, such as 

personal educational experiences, teacher preparation programs, previous professional 

development experiences, current and past professional collegial relationships, etc. These 

past and current individual experiences influence current teaching decisions in 

classrooms and may influence other systems in which this individual participates.  

Context for teacher decision-making also includes the classroom context. All 

teachers know that each classroom has its own dynamics. Because classrooms are made 

up of many dynamic individual students with diverse backgrounds and ways of learning, 

each classroom of students is unique. Although some teachers work with one set of 

students all day throughout the entire school year, other teachers work with multiple 

groups of students each day, some groups for the entire school year, and other groups for 

a shorter length of time depending on the circumstances. This unique context influences 

the way the teacher interacts and makes decisions within classroom contexts and may 

affect other systems as well.  

In addition to thinking of schools using a CAS perspective, I also apply this 

perspective to research. Complexity has evolved as a research perspective from early 

research on science and complexity (Weaver, 1948) and through the evolution of theories 

of thinking in systemic ways (Bateson, 1972; Stagoll, 2005). Lemke and Sabelli (2008) 
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emphasize that using a complexity perspective permeates research from beginning to end 

and influences the entire research process from the questions asked to the data analysis 

tools to the conclusions drawn from the data. Acknowledging that schools, classrooms, 

teachers, and students are CAS’s shaped this research study in how data were gathered, 

analyzed, and reported on individual teacher decision-making within such complexity. In 

reference to education research Horn (2008) states that “complexity places the teacher 

and the students at the locus of control in terms of classroom learning, while at the same 

time acknowledging the larger institutional systems with which classrooms and 

individual schools are linked” (p. 141-142).  

The focus of this qualitative case study research was on one teacher, analyzing 

patterns about how that teacher was influenced by and influenced agents (people, groups, 

and ideas), with particular focus on patterns and agents that influenced and were 

influenced by this teacher’s decisions regarding writing instruction in this complex 

environment. Additional discussion of complexity theory and qualitative research will be 

addressed in Chapter II. 

Assumptions 

For this research study, I made the following assumptions.  

First, schools, classrooms, teachers, and students are complex adaptive systems 

and are nested in other systems but are also massively entangled with one another (e.g., 

Davis et al., 2012; Patterson et al., 2013). Therefore, a complexity perspective is 

appropriate for describing and explaining them.  
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Second, reading and writing are complex. “Reading and writing are not unitary 

skills nor are they reducible to sets of component skills falling neatly under discrete 

categories (linguistic, cognitive); rather, they are complex human activities taking place 

in complex human relationships” (Robinson, 1987, p. 329). Reading and writing are as 

much about social relationships as about obtaining or providing information and cannot 

be separated from the activity in which they are embedded (Bloome, 2004). Thus, a 

complexity perspective is appropriate for understanding the learning and teaching of 

reading and writing.  

Third, reading and writing are reciprocal, supportive, and complementary 

processes (Anderson & Briggs, 2011; Clay, 2005; Duffy, 2003; Rudell & Unrau, 2004; 

Smith, 1994). Learning in one process supports learning in the other. Often the complex 

learning of reading, writing, listening, and speaking cannot be separated from each other. 

Fourth, learning to write, learning to teach writing, and the actual teaching of 

writing are complex (McQuitty, 2012) and include sociocultural and constructive 

learning theories (Leont’ev, 1981; Vygotsky, 1986) but must also include cognitive and 

cultural perspectives (Wang & O’Dell, 2003).  

Fifth, teacher consultants with local sites of the National Writing Project (NWP) 

are writing teachers. It is assumed that a teacher trained through NWP teaches writing in 

their classroom. Further description of NWP can be found in Chapter II. 

Sixth, teacher decision-making is a self-organizing process in the mind and in 

thought. Agents in making decisions can be people or groups, but they can also be 

beliefs, values, and ideas. 
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Seventh, when results from high-stakes assessments are used for some kind of 

accountability in education systems, those assessments will influence the education 

system in a variety of ways.  

Finally, meaningful classroom instruction incorporates reading and writing in 

activities that are valuable to students as people who live in a world that is important to 

them. Thus, effective literacy teachers make decisions based on contextual knowledge 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and conceptual and practical knowledge that 

allows them to address individual students’ needs in planning, teaching, and evaluating 

their work (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  

Contextual Constraints of the Study 

 There were three contextual constraining factors for this study. First, my 

observations in this classroom and the teacher’s awareness of my association with 

National Writing Project may have affected her overall lesson planning or her lesson 

planning and decision making while I was present in the classroom. Second, I was only 

observing in three class periods of the six available class periods for the teacher, and I 

was only observing four times in these classes across the study. This limited the amount 

of data collected from classroom observations to these three classes. Third, because this 

research was a study of one teacher in one school, any findings will not be generalizable 

to the general population, although findings may provide insight into decisions about 

writing and into teachers’ practices in a high-stakes testing context.  
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Summary 

Currently very few research studies have documented what type of writing 

instruction occurs in high-stakes testing classrooms and what influences teachers’ 

decisions regarding writing instruction in this context. Because assessment policies often 

influence curriculum and instructional practices, this study analyzed the influence of 

systematic testing practices on teachers’ decisions about the way writing was taught in 

grades where a writing assessment was mandated by the state as well as looked at other 

influences on writing instruction in this context. In this educational climate of assessment 

and accountability, research on writing and writing instruction must address the high-

stakes assessment context prevalent in many states today. Even though the proposed case 

focused on the complexity surrounding teaching decisions of one teacher in one school, it 

is possible that the findings will help influence decision makers in similar populations 

and settings. The findings may also inform future investigations of writing (Yin, 2009). 

The remainder of the study is organized into five chapters, a bibliography, and 

appendices in the following manner. Chapter II contains a review of the literature 

relevant to the study. Chapter III contains the methodology and research design for the 

study. Chapter IV contains analysis of the data and a discussion of the findings. Chapter 

V contains a summary, conclusions, and recommendations of the study followed by the 

bibliography and appendices. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The purpose of this descriptive study was to determine what influences a writing 

teacher’s instruction in a high-stakes writing assessment grade. The context of this study 

was one teacher and her classroom nested in a district and state education system. 

Ultimately, the findings from this study may inform our understanding of influences on 

teacher decision-making in schools through the lens of complexity. The first section of 

this review will focus on process writing. Writing is taught in many different ways using 

varying philosophies about how students learn how to write, but process writing is a 

major component of many of these philosophies. The next section of this review of the 

literature focuses on a common method for teaching the writing process, writing 

workshop. Because this research follows a National Writing Project (NWP) teacher 

consultant to the classroom, a section of this review focuses on research surrounding the 

philosophies of NWP, which include process writing and writing workshop. The next 

section of this review focuses on the difference between assessment and accountability 

followed by a section on influences on teacher decision-making. The final section 

contains a review of the literature on complexity theories. 

Process Writing 

Various researchers have studied the history of writing, from the more linear-

prescriptive view to the view of writing as a more recursive process (Elbow, 1973; 
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Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 1987; Graves, 1973; Nystrand, 1989; Strech, 1994). 

In the early 70s several studies researched writing in schools that eventually led to a 

revolution in the way writing instruction was implemented in classrooms. In the 80s, 

cognitive researchers began to embrace the view that composing was not a linear-

prescriptive process but rather a recursive and complex process (Bereiter & Scardamalia; 

1987; Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981). Additional researchers describe the writing process 

as “a series of problem-solving tasks” (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006, p. 277). This chain 

of research led to the belief that “writing, like reading is a complex process, influenced 

by many factors” (Daiute as quoted in Jensen, 1993, p. 292).  

One early study of the writing process was done by Janet Emig (1971), a case 

study that looked at how eight students completed their writing assignments. Further 

research on how individual students write was done by Donald Graves (1973). His early 

research on the writing process included phases of research looking at student writing 

folders, their compositions, and their self-reported views of their own writing. Peter 

Elbow (1973) did his early writing research challenging the view that writing is a linear 

two-step process. He promoted the idea of flexible stages of writing in response to 

problem-solving steps. This early research laid the foundation for further research on 

what has become known as the writing process. However, there are many different views 

on what the process approach to writing entails (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). Also, 

much research has been done on how the writing process influences final writing 

products (e.g. Bruno, 1983; Scanella; 1982; Graves, 1984). 
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Graves (1973) and Calkins (1980) are credited with contributions to theory from a 

practitioner’s view, but their work has been criticized by some for not using experimental 

design (Smagorinsky, 1987). More recent research on process writing (Honeycutt, 2002; 

Honeycutt & Pritchard, 2005) defines the model as including “explicit strategy 

instruction, such as schema strategies for story grammar and searching prior knowledge, 

as well as guided practice, peer group feedback, teacher-student conferencing, and the 

usual stages for producing a draft” (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006, p. 281). Because of the 

complex and recursive nature of the writing process, much recent research has studied the 

specific components of the writing process to make the research task more manageable, 

particularly prewriting and revising. 

Numerous studies of the writing process and its impact on student achievement 

have shown positive effects, although implementation has been uneven (Pritchard & 

Honeycutt, 2006). Dyson and Freedman (2003) reviewed the research on process writing 

and note that the 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress found a strong 

correlation between the use of the writing process and higher writing scores, although 

they declared that it is “difficult to evaluate the degree to which the approach in [the 

United States] as a whole has improved student writing” (p. 976). Pritchard & Honeycutt 

(2006) agreed with Cramer (2001) that the writing process has its weaknesses but is 

better than traditional writing approaches and “there is not sufficient evidence to cause us 

to abandon the writing process” (p. 39). Dyson and Freedman (2003) argued that current 

research on the writing process does not provide “simple prescriptions for practice, but it 

can offer a vocabulary for talking about the nature of writing” (p. 974).  
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Writing Workshop 

Writing workshop is a commonly used term in education. However, writing 

workshop can look completely different in one classroom compared to another because of 

a wide variety of interpretations. Writing workshop traditionally contains three main 

components: a mini-lesson, conferencing and writing, and sharing. Writing workshop is 

often implemented with additional characteristics such as blocks of time for independent 

writing on topics of choice, a conferencing component with teachers and/or peers, a focus 

on process writing where students are always writing, and authentic opportunities for 

sharing (Lieberman & Wood, 2003). This review of the literature also addresses these 

additional characteristics. 

 The concept of a writing workshop has evolved over the last thirty years. The 

evolution of this framework can be traced back to research of student writers by Donald 

Graves (1973, 1983) and Lucy Calkins (1982, 1983). Both of these researchers went into 

classrooms to observe how students learn to write and what factors were influential in the 

process. Through their research different components of writing workshop began to take 

shape. Graves (1983) suggested that a teacher needed to model writing in front of 

students and speak aloud about the processes that go into composing. Research into how 

actual published authors write, often called the writer’s craft, also influenced the 

evolution of writing workshop and the teaching of the writing process (Emig, 1971; 

Graves, 1983; Flower & Hayes, 1981). Graves (1983) found that novice writers 

sometimes plan what they are going to write, often by using pictures. Calkins (1980) 

discovered that sometimes very young writers just write to be writing. As writers 
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develop, they become more aware of print and that an audience needs to understand the 

writing. Calkins focused on personal writing. Sowers (1985) determined that young 

children can reflect and critique their own writing and that student-teacher writing 

conferences helped children to look more closely at their writing. Other researchers also 

promote conferencing (Anderson, 2009). Fletcher and Portalupi (1998) determined that 

beginning writers were aided when new ways of presenting ideas were approached. 

These new writers could then better express themselves. Their findings also reveal that 

writers could teach themselves many things if the right environment were provided, 

although direct instruction of the craft of writing was also important. Nancy Atwell 

(1998) refined the writing workshop concept for middle grades and supported writing 

workshop from a practitioner approach. Over the years, many researchers have 

contributed to the refinement of the writing workshop approach to teaching writing. 

 After the basic components of writing workshop were determined, research was 

done on how to improve each component. For example, Graves (1983), Calkins (1982), 

and Atwell (1998), among others, agree that choice of topics is an essential component of 

writing workshop. Also under consensus is the call for skills to be taught in the context of 

authentic writing, the importance of publishing for an audience, and participation in 

writing conferences. Graves, Calkins, and Atwell all highlight the importance of teachers 

sharing their own writing during writing workshop and the importance of teachers as 

models of literate writing behaviors. 

 Countless researchers have contributed to refining the writing workshop 

framework. In addition, much research has been done on even more specific ways to 



22 
 

improve the various components of writing workshop. For example, Cohen (2004) 

studied publishing zines, short magazines written on personal interest topics, as a way to 

increase students’ engagement in writing workshop at all grade levels. Dix and Cawkwell 

(2011) studied peer group response in a writing workshop framework with the intent to 

improve student and teacher expertise in the classroom. Madden, Townsend, and Green 

(2011) researched ways to integrate science and writing, emphasizing the effectiveness of 

the sharing/publishing component of writing workshop in learning in the content areas. 

 Other research has been done on using writing workshop as a way to reach 

specific student populations. Hubbard and Shorey (2003) investigated ways to use writing 

workshop to engage second language learners in telling stories in their native languages 

and help them learn English as well as develop a sense of identity. Behymer (2003) 

studied how to use writing workshop in kindergarten to create an environment where 

students can be successful writers. Hachem, Nabhani, and Bahous (2008) studied using 

writing workshop as a way to differentiate instruction with young Lebanese students. Fu 

and Shelton (2007) researched adapting writing workshop for special needs students in 

inclusion classrooms. There has also been research done on the benefits of using a 

writing workshop framework with adults (e.g. Barany, 2009; Blaisdell, 2005; Cleary, 

2011; Woodin, 2005). Other research on writing workshop supports a differentiated 

approach to the teaching of writing. For example, writing workshop can help shape 

students’ identities (Capello, 2006), can improve students’ writing (Corden, 2007) and 

can provide the impetus for improving students’ writing lives (Ray, 1999, 2006). 
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Much literature extols the virtues of writing workshop. However, Sudol and Sudol 

(1991) discuss the challenges of implementing writing workshop in a classroom that has 

students with behavior problems, off-task students, and lack of administrative support. 

They identify trade-offs between loss of teacher control and increase in student 

responsibility in less than ideal classrooms. Other challenges in using a writing workshop 

framework can be sharing in an environment where teasing and conflict can occur 

(Lensmire, 1992). Writing workshop can be messy, challenging for teachers to 

implement, and overwhelming for some students who are not used to such freedom and 

independence (Brooks, 2006). Other challenges revolve around time. Graves (1983), 

Calkins (1980), and Atwell (1998) all call for a block of time to be set aside for students 

to write independently during writing workshop. Some schools challenge the benefit of 

this large portion of instructional time for writing (Sudol & Sudol, 1991), although 

integrating curriculum across content areas can ease this concern. For example, many 

educators have reported success in integrating content areas with writing workshop in 

science (Bower, 1993; Madden et al., 2011), art (Ernst, 1994) and social studies (Bomer 

& Bomer, 2001). This integration gives educators a way to cover grade level content and 

still keep a writing workshop framework. 

Another challenge for writing workshop is the high-stakes testing environment 

prevalent in many schools. Shelton and Fu (2004) addressed this particular problem by 

creating a classroom community where both test preparation and writing could occur. In 

Shelton’s school students had been taught since first grade with a focus on testing format. 

In her fourth grade class, she established a learning community using writing workshop 
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while integrating content areas and expository writing. This environment elicited 

wonderful writing from her students. However, in January she changed from authentic 

writing experiences to a “boot camp where the soldiers were training for real battles” (p. 

124). They began test preparation, writing to prompts using Florida’s Comprehensive 

Assessment Test (FCAT) paper “because the paper controlled the length of writing” (p. 

134). Shelton only promoted narrative and expository writing, taught structure and 

features of genres, and analyzed prompts and samples of writing. She explicitly taught 

what state writing rubrics were looking for using models. The students practiced the 

process over and over --“read a prompt, draft . . . writing, and reread for revision all 

within the 45 minute time limit required by the test” (p. 125). To accomplish this Shelton 

had to teach time management during writing. Eventually the students lost their 

“individual style and voice” (p. 125) and their writing and enthusiasm for writing 

digressed. After the state writing test was over, her students wanted to go back to writing 

workshop the next day. 

After the writing test, both my students and I had a total freedom in learning and 

teaching. This freedom was like a lifted dam that released all of our emotions, 

energy, creativity, and imagination. I could barely contain the students’ 

excitement  . . . . Once again, my students returned to their life experiences and 

were using their voice to tell their stories. They felt like writers again. (p. 126) 

Shelton’s students did very well on the FCAT test, but she wondered if they would have 

done just as well if she had stayed with her writing workshop rather than leaving it to do 
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test preparation (Shelton & Fu, 2004). This is the dilemma surrounding the use of writing 

workshop with many teachers and decision-makers in a high-stakes testing context.  

National Writing Project 

The NWP is an established professional development for teachers. Much research 

has been done on the NWP over the years, particularly analyzing its influence on teachers 

(Lieberman & Wood, 2002, 2003) and to the subsequent influence these teachers have on 

their students and their students’ writing (McDonald, Buchanan, & Sterling, 2004; 

Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). The NWP was created by teachers to assist other teachers 

in learning how to be better writers and teachers of writing (Gray, 2000). Gray (2000) 

started what would become the NWP in 1974 with one site at the University of 

California, Berkeley – the Bay Area Writing Project. The NWP now reaches all 50 states, 

Washington D.C., Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands and consists of nearly 200 sites 

(http://www.nwp.org/). According to Gray (2000), there are three main activities in the 

NWP model: a) providing opportunities for teachers to teach each other, b) encouraging 

teachers to search educational literature for answers to inquiry questions, and c) allowing 

teachers to participate in response groups and share their own writing. A teacher 

demonstration and practice in the writing process are a part of the teacher training, which 

usually occurs during the summer. According to Lieberman and Wood (2003) the NWP 

promotes writing as a “social process, that is, not only as a medium for self-expression 

but also as a vehicle for learning-in-community” (p. 19). There is a strong emphasis on 

writing in this community and promoting the idea that writing teachers need to be writers 



26 
 

(Murray, 1985). Wenger (1998) has identified “learning as social participation” (p. 4), 

and the NWP framework promotes this concept. 

For many years the NWP sponsored a summer institute, a four or five week 

course where current teachers at various grade levels are invited to participate in specially 

designed training. The summer institute is designed to be a model of how a writing 

classroom should function, a model of a learning community that can be built through 

social practices. Lieberman and Wood (2003) call the NWP practice learning-by-doing 

and learning-in-relationships because of the emphasis on building “authentic learning 

communities” (p. 26). Many teachers feel that the summer institute is transformative to 

their teaching because it creates an environment where the teacher continues to be a 

learner and also learns how to help others learn (Lieberman & Wood, 2003). After the 

summer institute, attendees can choose to become a part of a network of writing teachers 

who then take their knowledge back to their schools and share what they have learned 

with their colleagues. Many also become leaders in their schools and in their districts 

while maintaining professional relationships with their NWP network (Lieberman & 

Wood, 2003). An important part of the NWP philosophy is that it does not teach that 

there is “One Right Way to Teach” (Gray, 2000, xiii). The system honors teachers as 

committed, knowledgeable, and creative authorities in their own right and encourages 

them to share the things that they use and that work in their own classrooms and 

situations. This program has been in existence for over thirty years, has trained more than 

70,000 teachers, and has influenced more than 1.2 million other educators 

(http://www.nwp.org/). 
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An additional part of the NWP network design is participation in various types of 

research. Research is done internally, externally, nationally, and independently. The next 

part of this review of the research will focus primarily on research that reports the NWP’s 

influence on student achievement. 

National and external studies provide the NWP network with opportunities for 

improvement and with important data. A longitudinal study by the Academy for 

Educational Development (AED) analyzed writing in 36 classrooms in five states 

measuring NWP’s effect on student achievement in writing (Fancsali & Silverstein, 

2002). This study used timed writing prompts as pre-and post-assessments of student 

writing as well as comparisons of student writing samples. The writing was graded on 

writing conventions and rhetorical effectiveness. The NWP students “reached high levels 

of rhetorical effectiveness, organizational coherence, and control of conventions on timed 

assessments of persuasive writing, as well as on classroom assignments” (p. 8). Students 

during all three years of the study showed a pattern of improvement in the NWP classes 

versus the non-NWP classes in similar contexts. NWP teachers were more likely to use 

research-based writing practices learned through NWP and used greater amounts of 

instructional time on writing. AED staff also interviewed NWP teachers about how their 

involvement with the summer institute influenced them professionally and found that 75 

percent of the teachers learned useful ideas and research-based information during their 

training. 

Local Writing Project sites also evaluate their institute every summer. Recent 

findings from these evaluations reveal their summer institute’s significant impact on 
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student achievement. For example, 79 percent of teachers report that their students better 

understand editing skills and writing conventions, and 80 percent of teachers report that 

their students effectively explain in writing their learning in various subject areas. Also, 

90 percent of teachers report that their students comprehend the qualities of good writing 

and understand the use of writing for communication and discovery (St. John, 2002). 

Additionally, several NWP studies have analyzed the effect of teacher’s writing 

on their students’ achievement and show that the more the teacher writes, the better their 

student’s achievement in writing (Whyte, 2011; Whyte et al., 2007). Other studies show 

the positive impact of teaching process writing with NWP principles on student 

achievement (Chaffin, Chandra, & Zellner, 2011; Swain, Graves, Morse, 2007). 

Statewide studies show the positive impact of NWP on student achievement in Alabama, 

California, Mississippi, and Missouri (National Writing Project, 2010). In addition, 

research in urban sites such as New York, Las Vegas, St. Louis County, and Ventura 

County show positive effects on student achievement of students taught by NWP teachers 

versus non-program teachers. All of these statewide and urban studies used pre-and post-

assessment measures of student writing using the Analytic Writing Continuum (National 

Writing Project, 2006, 2008, 2012) that were independently scored, and results of the 

research was externally reviewed prior to being accepted into NWP’s Local Site Research 

Initiative. Most of this research showed positive results, although a few reports had no 

significant differences. In the holistic score of overall quality of writing, NWP students 

outperform non-NWP students in every study, with 8 of the 16 cases under consideration 

being statistically significant. 
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The NWP philosophy includes teaching the writing process and encourages 

teachers to be writers that go through those processes themselves as well as the 

importance of teacher inquiry and building a community of learners. A writing workshop 

framework is also a core component of NWP teachings. “The fundamental belief of the 

NWP that the process of writing needs to be taught deliberately, systematically, and 

extensively in the classroom has deeply affected writing instruction at all grade levels 

during the decade of the 1980’s” (Inverness Research Associates, 1997, p. 19). 

Assessment and Accountability 

 There are various types of assessments used in education. Formative assessments 

involve making a judgment “about the quality of student responses (performances; 

student work) and using those judgments immediately (midstream in instruction) to guide 

and improve students’ understandings and skills” (Roskos & Neuman, 2012 italics in 

original). Formative assessments are things like teacher observation, student self-

assessments (Andrade & Valtcheva, 2009) or feedback on writing through teacher or peer 

conferencing (Graham, Harris, & Hebert, 2011). Summative assessments, however, are 

designed to measure whether learning has occurred and are usually done at the end of a 

unit or course (Flateby, 2011). High-stakes tests are traditionally summative assessments 

given at the end of a school year or course to measure whether knowledge of the subject 

matter has been attained. They are considered high-stakes because of the way the scores 

are used by the local, state or federal system in which the school functions. 

 Standards-based reform and test-based accountability have been emphasized since 

the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2001 (No Child Left Behind Act, 
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2001). The underlying assumption of this bill and other state accountability policies is 

that holding students, teachers, schools, and districts responsible by using common 

testing practices ultimately leads to improvement in learning, higher expectations, and 

better teaching (Darling-Hammond & Rustique-Forrester, 2005). There has been an ever-

increasing practice at the local, state, and federal level of using student test scores to 

identify whether a school or student is meeting goals according to NCLB or other local or 

state accountability criteria, although sometimes those criteria do not match (Linn, 2005). 

There is also movement towards tying teacher evaluations to student performance on 

high-stakes assessments as a form of teacher accountability (Herman, Heritage, & 

Goldschmidt, 2011). Sometimes student test scores are used in decisions about 

professional development needs for teachers or for decisions about merit pay or future 

employment as well as being associated with school-level issues (Darling-Hammond & 

Rustique-Forrester, 2005). These accountability practices often use summative 

assessments as a measure (Grant, 2004; Huebert & Hauser, 1999; McLaughlin, 2002; 

Secada, 2003). 

Some researchers continue to support the use of Test-Based Accountability 

systems such as NCLB (Hanushek, 2009; Ravitch & Chubb, 2009) while others see a 

need to change the existing system (Allen et al., 2007; Koretz, 2009; Ravitch & Chubb, 

2009). Accountability systems that include high-stakes assessments in writing can 

sometimes have significant influence on curriculum and instruction (Applebee & Langer, 

2013). Even the use of particular rubrics and writing samples offered as exemplars can 

have consequences on student learning (Hillocks, 2002). Whatever the case, the current 
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system of accountability attached to individual and collective student test scores on 

summative-type tests is in place in the state and school system in this study, although 

teacher evaluations are currently not officially tied to student test scores. 

Teacher Decision-Making 

There are many factors that influence the decisions teachers make. According to 

Shavelson (1973) “any teaching act is a result of a decision, either conscious or 

unconscious” and “the basic teaching skill is decision making” (p. 144). Shavelson also 

believed that teaching decisions are a “complex cognitive processing of available 

information” (p. 149) and that teacher decision-making is a complex task of negotiation 

between the teachers’ own beliefs, constraints of the curriculum, and institutional 

constraints (Shavelson & Stern, 1981). Teacher decision-making is influenced by a 

variety of factors. In this review of the literature, I discuss the types of decisions that 

teachers make as well as the influence of teachers’ beliefs and theoretical orientation on 

decisions. Knowledge, experience, and curriculum as well as multiple influencing factors 

including contextual factors such as system policies will also be discussed. 

Types of Decisions 

Decisions made by teachers consist of “preactive teaching” decisions in an 

“empty classroom” (e.g. planning, preparing materials, grading) (Borko, Shavelson, & 

Stern, 1981, p. 451), interactive teaching decisions in a full classroom when students are 

present (Duffy, 1982; Hill, Yinger & Robins, 1983; Putnam & Duffy, 1984) and 

evaluative teaching decisions (Shavelson, 1976). For example, researchers note that 

decisions made during instruction are different than planning because those decisions 
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have to be quick and in the moment without time to reflect (Borko & Shavelson, 1990). 

Interactive teaching decisions are sometimes called reflection-in-action while evaluative 

teaching decisions are called reflection-on-action (Schon, 1987). Reflection helps 

establish connections between planning and instruction and helps create knowledge 

needed for future planning and instruction (Clark & Elmore, 1981; Clark & Yinger, 

1979). Researchers have focused on thought processes, decisions, and judgments about 

pedagogy that teachers make during these stages of teaching (Clark & Peterson, 1984; 

Shavelson & Stern, 1981), and on knowledge sources teacher’s use to assist in these 

cognitive processes (Elbaz, 1981; Munby, 1981; Shulman, 1987) such as knowledge 

about students, instructional strategies, and differences between teachers (Borko et al., 

1981).  

Influence of Teachers’ Beliefs 

Researchers have considered how teachers’ beliefs influence various types of 

decisions (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; McMillan, 2003; O’Brien & Norton, 1991; Shavelson 

& Stern, 1981; van Hover & Yeager, 2007). For example, teachers’ beliefs about 

teaching and learning can be a combination of theoretical and pedagogical knowledge, 

strategies that work for them personally, and previous successful experiences in the 

classroom which influence subsequent decisions about teaching (O’Brien & Norton, 

1991). Sometimes core beliefs and peripheral beliefs create tensions in teacher decision-

making when those beliefs do not match (Phipps, 2009). Beliefs about subject matter can 

influence what and how teachers choose to teach (Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990), and 

beliefs about assessments can influence teacher’s decisions (Karvonen, Wakeman, 
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Flowers & Moody, 2013). Teachers’ beliefs about learning can influence their decisions 

(Mitchell, 1980), and their underlying beliefs often have influence on curricular and 

pedagogical decisions in the classroom (Gill & Hoffman, 2009) as well as classroom 

assessment decisions (McMillan, 2003). Many researchers recognize that teachers’ 

beliefs influence their practice in complex ways and that there is a complex relationship 

between beliefs and practice (Fang, 1996; Munby, 1981; Shavelson & Stern, 1981).  

Influence of Teachers’ Theoretical Orientation  

Some research on teacher decision-making revolves around theoretical 

orientation. In reading instruction, for example, Harste and Burke (1977) posit that all 

decisions about instruction as well as classroom practices around reading stem from the 

teachers basic theoretical orientation about reading. DeFord (1985) developed a 

Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile as a measure for teachers and discovered that 

teachers theoretical orientation can be categorized as oriented towards phonics, skills, or 

whole language which may influence teachers decisions. In another study, Mitchell 

(1980) shows that a teacher’s theoretical orientation is only one factor among many that 

influence teachers’ decisions in the classroom.  

Influence of Knowledge 

Some researchers address what type of influence knowledge has on teacher 

decision-making. Snow, Griffin, and Burns (2005) address the various levels of 

knowledge teachers develop over their career (declarative, situated, stable, expert and 

reflective) and how that knowledge base influences their decision-making. Other studies 

have analyzed whether knowledge gained in teacher preparation programs continues to 
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influence teachers once they have moved on to the classroom (Fuller & Brown, 1975; 

Lortie, 1975). Other research identifies knowledge sources teachers use to make 

decisions (Elbaz, 1981; Munby, 1981; Shulman, 1987). Several studies address the way 

teachers create knowledge by reflecting on their planning and instruction practices (Clark 

& Yinger, 1979; Yinger, 1979, 1980). One study discovered that a combination of 

theoretical and pedagogical knowledge learned in teacher preparation programs influence 

teachers’ decisions as well as several other factors once teachers reach the classroom 

(O’Brien & Norton, 1991). The need for a bank of professional knowledge (Jinkins, 

2001; Snow et al., 2005), and the influence of knowledge integration and automaticity in 

instructional decision-making (Salmon, Kemeny, Rossman, & Winter, 2008) are 

addressed in research.  

Influence of Experience 

The relationship between teacher decision-making and experience is also 

discussed in research in a variety of ways. For example, the influence of teacher planning 

practices (Hall & Smith, 2006; Sardo-Brown, 1990) and experiences with particular 

planning models (Woods, 1996; Perfecto, 2012) influence teachers’ decisions. Studies of 

previous classroom experiences (Hall & Smith, 2006; O’Brien & Norton, 1991; Cole, 

1988) as well as past life experiences (Frost, 2010) show relationships between 

experience and teacher decision-making. Also professional learning experiences are 

shown to influence teachers’ decisions (Darling-Hammond, Wei, & Andree, 2009). 

 

 



35 
 

Influence of Curriculum 

Some research identifies the influence of curriculum on teacher decision-making. 

For example, Kon (1995) found that decisions about curriculum are often based on 

available resources. Other research shows the relationship of planning practices regarding 

curriculum and teacher decision-making. One particular model used in teacher planning 

is the Woods (1996) model of planning which involves the components of structuring and 

mapping. This concept of the planning process was developed from a longitudinal study 

of teachers’ planning procedures. In the study, teachers discussed their decision-making 

processes in planning curriculum and two major components were identified: (a) 

structuring (tying the over-all course goals with the activities or events that students go 

through to accomplish those goals) “constraining the range of possibilities; generating 

possible units; weighing and selection options, organizing and sequencing units” (p. 148) 

and (b) mapping – “setting the timing (onset, duration and frequency) of the conceptual 

units” (p. 148). According to Woods, decisions about planning start with structuring and 

move to mapping. However, Perfecto (2012) states that in his research teachers began 

making decisions about curriculum planning with constraining factors such as 

government-provided curriculum and the teachers’ classroom situation. Perfecto 

identifies several differences from Woods in that teachers cannot use a series of steps in 

instructional decision-making when there is a “mismatch between the demands of 

classroom instruction and the prescriptive planning model” (p. 477) and emphasizes the 

more tentative nature of decisions about planning curriculum. 
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Influence of Multiple Factors 

Other research began to look at the multiple factors that influence teacher 

decision-making (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995; McMillan, 

2003; Mitchell, 1980). For example, Mitchell (1980) found that factors such as training, 

learning beliefs, the school principal, and understanding of student needs influence 

teachers decisions about practice and instruction, and that any effort to explain influences 

on teachers decisions must rely on a complex relationship of a variety of factors. 

McMillan (2003) researched classroom assessment decision-making and found that 

teacher beliefs and values, the realities of the classroom, external factors (such as state 

mandated high-stakes assessments, district policies, and parents), rationale used for 

decision-making, assessment practices, and teacher grading practices all influenced 

teachers decisions about assessment. Griffith, Massey and Atkinson (2013) describe the 

complexity of decision-making as teachers skillfully balance curriculum and standards 

with individual student’s needs. Gun (2014) describes reflection-in-action behaviors of 

ten experienced teachers as using several types of pedagogical and affective attributes: 

consolidation, addressing emerging needs, using knowledge of students, knowledge of 

lesson materials, exploiting opportunities to teach, and using affective attributes, tacit 

knowledge, mental lesson plans, and “business as usual” (p. 86). Also, teacher attitudes, 

emotions, interpersonal skills and sense of confidence influence teacher decisions (Smith 

& Strahan, 2004). 
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Influence of Contextual Factors 

 Researchers on teacher decision-making began to discover how much decision-

making relies on individual contextual factors (Eley, 2006; Perfecto, 2012; Smith, 1992). 

For example, one study of the influences on teachers planning of curriculum listed all the 

things two teachers looked at that constrained their planning in their context – prescribed 

textbook, approach to language teaching, budget of work (how much work it would take), 

curriculum, type of text, grammatical structure focus, and learning competencies as well 

as the resources that were available (Perfecto, 2012). In another study, the context was 

influenced by the culture of school around professional development, particularly 

coaching of new teachers for the first three years, which led to eventual teacher 

independence in reflective practices about teaching and instructional decision-making 

(Griffith et al., 2013). Griffith et al. also determined that even when teachers have similar 

beliefs about teaching (student-based, standards-based, curriculum-based) there can be 

dramatic differences in how those beliefs are put into practice. Changes in individual 

context such as minimizing mandated curriculum and curriculum assessments influences 

decisions made in that context (Griffith et al., 2013). In other words, “context greatly 

influences the forces that guide teachers decisions” (p. 318). Griffin (1995) found that a 

school culture of shared decision-making was challenging to teacher decision-making 

based on several factors such as the teachers’ beliefs about their competence, the political 

influence in the school, confusions in the school by teachers of what makes up an 

excellent school, access to too much information, some existence of teacher isolation, and 

teacher overload. Similar to Black and Wiliam (1998), McMillan (2003) also found that 
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teacher decision-making is influenced by individual contextual challenges. “It appears 

that teachers are striving to reach a reasonable balance between their beliefs about 

education and learning on one hand and external factors on the other” (p. 38).  

Over the years research on teacher decision-making has moved from the study of 

instructional decisions with a close lens, like decisions influenced by reliance on basal 

textbooks (Duffy & Ball, 1983; Duffy, Roehler, & Putnam, 1987), teachers cognitive 

processes (Yinger & Clark, 1982), and other psychological approaches (Calderhead, 

1981) to the study of adaptive and reflective decisions by teachers (Gun, 2014; Pressley 

& McCormick, 1995; Schon, 1987). Research on teacher decision-making began moving 

from the study of the types of decisions teachers make and individual teachers cognitive 

processes to recognizing the myriad of contextual factors that influence teachers’ 

decisions. For example, research has been done on the influence of the principal on 

teachers’ decisions about planning (Larsen & Malen, 1997). O’Brien and Norton (1991) 

found that not only did teachers’ previous preparation programs influence decisions but 

also institutional constraints such as time, mandates, management of the school, 

instructional procedures, and parents. Other influences on teachers’ decisions were 

autonomy in choosing materials, underlying beliefs about teaching and learning, and 

theoretical perspective of reading/language. O’Brien and Norton highlight that teachers’ 

beliefs about teaching and learning are a combination of theoretical and pedagogical 

knowledge, strategies that work for them personally, and previous successful experiences 

in the classroom. In recognition of the complex factors that influence teachers’ decisions, 

O’Brien and Norton’s research shows that teachers who develop a complex system of 
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beliefs are able to diminish the limitations of resources and counteract institutional 

constraints by adapting their surroundings (materials, strategies, classroom environment) 

to accommodate differences. Researchers began to recognize and capture multiple factors 

that influence teachers’ decisions in complex ways.  

Influence of Education System Policies 

 Eventually, researchers began to not only acknowledge the multiple factors that 

influence teachers’ decisions but also that teachers work in an education system and 

began to address some of the contextual factors in those systems (Duffy & Hoffman, 

1999). For example, local, state, or federal policies often influence teacher decision-

making. In one study of accountability policies and teacher decision-making about the 

use of data, Ingram, Louis, and Schroeder (2004) researched school improvement 

initiatives in a longitudinal study of nine high schools and found that there were many 

barriers to teachers’ use of systematic data to improve practice. Some of those barriers 

were considered cultural like (a) teachers use of their own judgment in determining 

effectiveness of their own teaching because it differed from the state accountability 

systems or the school board, (b) use of intuition, experience, or anecdotal information 

rather than systematically collected information, (c) lack of agreement about which 

student outcomes were most important, and (d) teachers disassociation of their own 

performance to that of students. Other barriers were the belief that the data teachers really 

wanted or cared about was not available or was hard to measure, lack of time to collect 

and analyze data, and the political nature of the data “leading to mistrust of data and data 

avoidance” (p. 1282). 
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Other researchers have studied the impact of system policies on teacher decision-

making. For example, one researcher addressed the effects of mandated curricular 

standards on teachers’ instructional planning and content selection (Thomas, 2005). Hora 

and Anderson (2012) found that policy decisions designed to promote change in 

pedagogical practices must be informed by local factors, such as cultural conditions and 

existing decision-making patterns in order to create successful program design and 

implementation, and that cultural change cannot be mandated. Kaniuka (2009) found that 

school instructional policies greatly affected teachers’ decisions regarding curriculum and 

instruction and how this, combined with other variables such as teachers’ instructional 

paradigms, had serious implications for students. 

 In recent years assessments have been used to determine policy decisions at the 

local, state and national level, which eventually influence teacher decision-making. For 

example, Palmer and Rangel (2011) found that teacher decision-making in an 

environment of high-stakes accountability is influenced by pressures on teachers both 

formally and informally to limit curriculum and promote test preparation. Hamilton 

(2003) identifies several effects of large-scale assessment practices which influence 

teacher decision-making: (a) effects on instructional practice in general and at the 

classroom and school level, (b) effects on school and classroom climate, (c) effects on 

student achievement, and (d) effects on equity. Many effects of large-scale testing 

practices at the school and classroom level identified by Hamilton occur in this research 

study and are specifically addressed in Chapter V. Hamilton (2003) identifies several 

specific effects on decisions about instructional practice such as educators allocation of 
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efforts towards content that is tested, emphasis on specific skills that are tested and away 

from others that are not tested, allocation of instructional time and aligning instruction 

with specific standards, and focusing on specific question formats that are on high-stakes 

tests, to name a few.  

In other research on assessment practices influence on teacher decision-making, 

Koretz et al. (2001) identify seven types of responses typical of teachers around high-

stakes testing ranging from negative to positive. They noted that three types of teacher 

responses were positive: more instructional time, working harder to make sure material is 

covered, and more effective work habits. Cheating was the one response that was 

considered negative. However, the final three responses were considered ambiguous and 

were more contextual in nature. These three teacher responses were reallocation of 

instructional time, alignment of instruction to local or state standards, and assisting 

students by focusing on random aspects of the test. McMillan’s (2003) research showed 

that a “constant state of tension, exacerbated by high-stakes tests, characterizes teacher 

decision-making about assessment and grading practices” (p. 38). Descriptions of the 

effects of large scale testing by both Hamilton (2003) and Koretz et al. (2001) are 

considered in the analysis of data for this study. However, it is noted that assessment 

policies are only one of many influences that affect teachers’ decisions and may interact 

with other contributing factors such as teacher’s beliefs, knowledge of pedagogy, 

professional development experiences, access to resources, and associations with 

colleagues and supervisors (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995).  
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In an overall look at the teaching profession and assessment policies, Shepard 

(2000) addresses issues that may affect accountability policies and decisions teachers 

make around them. Shepard argues that current assessment policies and practices are 

mismatched with newer curriculum, learning, and assessment theories and practices, 

which causes tension in the culture of learning schools. Shepard states that decisions 

made by teachers in a social-constructivist classroom are challenging. “Being able to ask 

the right questions at the right time, anticipate conceptual pitfalls, and have at the ready a 

repertoire of tasks that will help students take the next steps requires deep knowledge of 

subject matter” (p. 12) and dynamic assessments. Shepard believes that assessment 

policies and practices need to adapt to this type of learning culture by valuing assessment 

practices that “allow teachers to provide assistance as part of assessment” (p. 10).  

The tensions created by assessment policies and practices in the education system 

as a whole influence decisions made in the parts throughout the system. Shepard feels 

that the goal of researchers that create assessments “should be to find ways to fend off the 

negative effects of externally imposed tests and to develop instead classroom assessment 

practices that can be trusted to help students take the next steps in learning” and suggests 

future research “but research of a particular kind embedded in the dilemmas of practice” 

(p. 12). Part of the purpose of this study is to see if there is a dissonance between current 

assessment policies and school practices and how this tension influences teacher 

decisions.  
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Summary of Teacher Decision-Making 

Teachers make hundreds of decisions every day, some large and some small. 

According to Doyle and Ponder (1977/1978) most teachers make decisions about change 

in their classrooms that are practical in a classroom environment, fit the local conditions, 

and have a reasonable cost or “return on investment” (p. 8). Through the process of 

making decisions about planning, instruction, and reflection, teachers combine thoughts 

with actions (Hall & Smith, 2006). Although actions are observable and thoughts are 

inferred, the relationship between teachers’ thoughts and actions can be discovered 

through studying teachers in action through observation and interviews, specifically 

looking at how decision-making plays a part in the relationship between teacher thoughts 

and actions (Rink, 1993).  

Research on teacher decision-making has begun to analyze the multiple factors 

that influence teachers’ decisions. Individual teacher characteristics, theoretical 

orientation, beliefs about teaching and learning, knowledge, and experiences combine 

together in complex ways with contextual influences such as policies and practices and 

the culture of the school environment. Recent research on teacher decision-making 

recognizes that context is important and that teacher decision-making must be analyzed 

recognizing the individual context and systems involved. This study is designed to access 

teachers’ thoughts and observe teaching in the classroom as a way to analyze the often 

complex and interwoven influences on teacher decision-making. 
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Complexity 

 As stated in Chapter I, this research study aligns with complexity perspectives. A 

complexity lens was used in developing, conducting, and analyzing data for this study. A 

brief history of complexity theories in qualitative research such as systems theory and 

chaos / complexity theory and complex systems perspective is addressed. This is 

followed by a review of researchers in education using complexity theories as well as an 

introduction to Human Systems Dynamics (Eoyang, 2012), a particular body of research 

on human complex adaptive systems that informs this research study. 

Systems Theory and Chaos / Complexity Theory 

Complexity perspectives are slowly becoming more common in qualitative 

research. Systems theory and chaos / complexity theory are two of many perspectives 

used as frameworks in qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2002). Systems theory, an 

interdisciplinary theory, addresses central questions about how and why a system as a 

whole functions as it does. Systems thinking became popular in the 90s particularly with 

management consultants as the “fifth discipline” of organizational learning (Senge, 

1990). A systems perspective in qualitative inquiry aids in understanding “real-world 

complexities, viewing things as whole entities embedded in context and still larger 

wholes” (Patton, 2002, p. 120). Chaos / complexity theory is rooted in the disciplines of 

theoretical physics and natural sciences and is often used to address inquiries about the 

underlying order of disorderly phenomenon. Gleick (1987), in describing the analysis of 

the behavior of nonlinear relationships, says it is “like walking through a maze whose 

walls rearrange themselves with each step you take” (p. 24). In qualitative inquiry, 
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metaphor is often used to explain the perspective of looking into chaos (Patton, 2002). 

This type of thinking is helpful in describing fieldwork in real world settings where a 

static diagram or structure does not describe the complexity that exists. Chaos precepts 

and assumptions influence qualitative inquiry, particularly in human systems where 

things like nonlinearity - “the act of playing the game has a way of changing the rules” 

(Gleick, 1987, p. 24) – are found. Other assumptions of complexity theory are that simple 

systems can do complicated things, disorder (turbulence) and order (coherence) can 

manifest at the same time, and small events can make crucial differences (Patton, 2002). 

Chaos / complexity theory provides researchers with some tools to describe nonlinear 

dynamics without trying to impose order and prediction in situations where it is not 

appropriate to ignore the rearranging walls of the maze and the fact that the maze may 

have connections to or relationships with other complex contexts (Patton, 2002).  

Complex Systems Perspective 

In recent years, a systems perspective and a chaos / complexity perspective have 

often merged into a complex systems perspective. It should be noted that there is a 

difference between complicated systems and complex systems. Both types of systems 

have many components. The relationships between the components in a complicated 

system are usually clearly defined and static (Cilliers, 2000). A method of analysis can be 

used to take apart the components and put them back together. However, complex 

systems have large numbers of changing, nonlinear interactions and the characteristics 

are destroyed if taken apart. “Living things, language, cultural, and social systems are all 

complex” (p. 41). According to Cilliers, the behavior of complicated systems can be 



46 
 

described with rules, but the behavior of complex systems must be described through 

relationships. Additionally, complex things have emergent properties where complicated 

things do not. Thus “a proper model of a complex system would have to be as complex as 

the system itself. As a result, the behavior of the model will be as complex – and 

unpredictable – as that of the system itself” (p. 48).  

There are varying descriptions of the attributes of complex systems. According to 

Cilliers (2005), complex systems have twelve characteristics (see Table 1).  

Davis and Sumara (2006) identify these qualities of complex phenomenon: self-

organized, bottom-up emergent, short-range relationships, nested structure (or scale-free 

networks), ambiguously bounded, organizationally closed, structure determined, and far 

from equilibrium. Waltuck (2012) describes complex systems with these characteristics: 

autonomous agents, far from equilibrium, self-organizing, emergent, attractors of 

meaning, sensitivity to initial conditions, fractal patterns, bifurcation, feedback loops, and 

adaptive. Despite the lack of an accepted definition of complex systems, many 

researchers are using complexity as a theoretical way of looking at the world.  

The use of complex systems perspectives in research have become more common 

in studying all types of systems such as health care (Sturmberg, O’Halloran, & Martin, 

2012), family research and therapy (Gardner, Burr, & Wiendower, 2006), organizations 

(Houmanfar, Rodrigues, & Smith, 2009) and foreign policy (Daniels, 2012), to name a 

few.  

 

 



47 
 

Table 1 

Characteristics of Complex Systems 

1. Complex systems are open systems. 

2. They operate under conditions not at equilibrium. 

3. Complex systems consist of many components. The components themselves are 

often simple (or can be treated as such). 

4. The output of components is a function of their inputs. At least some of these 

functions must be non-linear. 

5. The state of the system is determined by the values of the inputs and outputs. 

6. Interactions are defined by actual input-output relations and they are dynamic (the 

strength of the interactions change over time). 

7. Components on average interact with many others. There are often multiple routes 

possible between components, mediated in different ways. 

8. Some sequences of interaction will provide feedback routes, whether long or 

short. 

9. Complex systems display behavior that results from the interaction between 

components and not from characteristics inherent to the components themselves. 

This is sometimes called emergence. 

10. Asymmetrical structure (temporal, spatial and functional organization) is 

developed, maintained and adapted in complex systems through internal dynamic 

processes. Structure is maintained even though the components themselves are 

exchanged or renewed. 

11. Complex systems display behavior over a divergent range of timescales. This is 

necessary in order for the system to cope with its environment. It must adapt to 

changes in the environment quickly, but it can only sustain itself if at least part of 

the system changes at a slower rate than changes in the environment. This part 

can be seen as the ‘memory’ of the system. 

12. More than one description of a complex system is possible. Different descriptions 

will decompose the system in different ways. Different descriptions may also 

have different degrees of complexity. 

 

(Cilliers, 2005, p. 257) 

 

Complexity Researchers 

Several researchers propose the use of complexity theories. Horn (2008) describes 

the new science of complexity as the emergence of a new scientific paradigm challenging 

some of the assumptions to positivism, particularly in understanding social systems and 
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subsystems and their emerging behaviors. He believes this paradigm allows for a more 

qualitative approach to research, complements the science of quantities, and allows for 

new types of investigations into social phenomena. Lemke and Sabelli (2008) propose the 

development of a conceptual framework for analyzing education as a complex system, 

acknowledging a need for a change in perspective. In their research on analyzing the 

effects of educational reforms they have learned that education systems are complex and 

challenging systems to research and that using a complexity perspective acknowledges 

that interventions in education are not independent. “[P]roposed changes at the classroom 

level have implications at school and district levels (e.g. for teacher development, 

parental expectations, school resources, accountability, and so on) and need to be 

supported by related interventions across multiple levels” (p. 128). These understandings 

require different questions 

away from input-output ‘black-box’ causal models to modeling the specific, local 

linkages that actually interconnect actors, practices, and events across multiple 

levels of an organization. Away from single interventions and simplistic solutions 

to recognition of the need for coordinated changes throughout the system and to 

its ‘external’ relations to its constraining and enabling contexts and resources. (p. 

128) 

Complexity offers explanations and descriptions of how things actually are in many 

school systems - self-organizing, dynamic and emergent (Kuhn, 2008). In encouraging 

complexity perspectives, Kuhn (2008) addresses complexity and education this way: 
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Complexity and education may be brought together because in the language of 

complexity, such human cultural settings, productions and institutions as 

educational endeavor are complex and dynamic. Individual human beings 

(learners, educators, and administrators), various associations of individuals 

(classes, schools, universities, educational associations) and human endeavor 

(such as educational research) are multi-dimensional, non-linear, interconnected, 

far from equilibrium and unpredictable. (p. 182) 

A complexity approach notes that there is complexity in this human system at all levels 

and that focusing on one level does not “reduce the multi-dimensionality, non-linearity, 

interconnectedness, or unpredictability encountered” (p. 182) at the other levels. With 

human systems, the whole is present in the parts. Complexity offers insight into teachers, 

classrooms, and schools as human systems, looking at learning patterns and shifts in 

those patterns where they happen (Davis et al., 2013; Horn, 2008).  

Complex systems approaches are becoming more common in education research 

such as the study of educational reform (Goldspink, 2007; Lemke & Sabelli, 2008), at-

risk populations (McGee, 2013), learning culture (Zhang, 2010), curriculum (Collins & 

Clark, 2007; Doll, 2008), and professional development (Adams & Felder, 2008). Other 

researchers using complexity theories in education include perspectives on teaching and 

classroom practice in social studies classes (Collins & Clarke, 2007), considering small-

group project based learning from the perspective of complex adaptive systems (Mennin, 

2007), and analyzing teacher learning and learning communities as complex systems 

(Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Davis & Sumara, 2001, 2007; Fenwick, 2012). In another 
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example, a recent review of the literature on teachers’ professional development practices 

highlights the need for a “complex conceptualization of teacher professional learning” 

(Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 377) drawing heavily on complexity theories. Also, many 

literacy researchers have published studies using complexity thinking across various 

topics (e.g. Sumara, 2000; Davis & Sumara, 2007; Jordan et al., 2007; Robinson & 

Yaden, 1993; Schwartz & Gallant, 2009).  

Ultimately, the use of complex systems theories encourages researchers to ask 

different questions. Researchers need to ask questions about how to define a system, 

analyze the structure of the system, determine the relationships among subsystems and 

levels in the system, analyze what or who drives change in the system, and develop better 

modeling methods of systems (Lemke & Sabelli, 2008). “In human social systems . . . we 

will need to know not just what people do, but why they do it, how they might imagine 

things being different, and what they would really want to do” (p. 123). Even though 

models of complex systems may not be predictive, they are useful in “identifying 

possible alternatives, potential problems, and overall qualitative features of the change 

process that may not be intuitively evident to a linear logic of cause and effect” (p. 124). 

Complex systems theories help to describe and explain systems such as education that are 

close to chaos (Fullan, 1999). Researchers that acknowledge the complexity of 

educational systems recognize that each system is “individual, surprising, and not a little 

perverse” (Lemke & Sabelli, 2008, p. 129) and design studies from beginning to end to 

recognize the uniqueness of individual contexts. 
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Complexity and Human Systems Dynamics 

 As stated previously, complexity theories evolved from research in mathematics 

and science. Johnson (2001) addressed the underlying patterns in complex systems in the 

natural world such as ant colonies and migrating birds. Gleick (1987) popularized chaos 

theory by describing complex learning from various projects in physics and studies of the 

geometry of nature. Complexity theories up until now have been descriptive, but a new 

field is emerging in analyzing human systems that not only describes but can also be used 

to explain how they work and how they can be influenced to bring about change. Eoyang 

(2001), in analyzing human systems, developed an integrated model of self-organizing 

human systems by bringing together principles from mathematics, physical and social 

sciences. Her research on complex human system interactions is known as Human 

Systems Dynamics (Eoyang, 2012) and combines complexity science with organizational 

practice in human systems. 

Eoyang has developed a conceptual model created from common patterns from a 

variety of mathematical and physical models of complex adaptive systems (CAS) (see 

Figure 1). A CAS “is a cluster of individual parts that interact with each other, and over 

time systemwide patterns appear . . . Those patterns then influence later interactions of 

the agents.” (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013, pp. 15-16). The CAS model also brings in 

“philosophical foundations of perception and knowledge that are unique to the 

functioning of human systems” (Eoyang, 2012, p. 636). The model is designed to capture, 

in both theory and practice, “the dynamics of human systems at all scales in ways that 
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inform decision-making and action taking in complex and uncertain environments” (p. 

636).  

 

Figure 1 Human Systems Dynamics Complex Adaptive Systems diagram. (Patterson et 

al., 2013, p. 9) used with permission 

In Figure 1, the agents are the circles at the bottom that interact with each other. 

The arrow at the right shows how, over time, the interaction of the individual parts 

creates a coherent pattern. After this pattern appears, it then feeds back into the individual 

agents encouraging those agents to adopt the pattern in future cycles. According to 

Eoyang and Holladay (2013), 

[t]he agents in a CAS are constantly changing, as are the relationships between 

and among them. That means that a stable, permanent reality is impossible; 

uncertainty becomes the rule. Because one CAS may share members with other 

systems and extend beyond immediate view, there is no natural edge to a CAS. It 

is impossible to say that something is permanently inside or outside of the bounds. 
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For example one individual agent may be a member of a team, and be influenced 

by patterns outside of the team inside the organization, by the patterns in his or 

her own family and community, even by political forces on a national or global 

level. The patterns inside the team are not solely dependent on the actions and 

interactions inside that particular team, but neither are they controlled by a single, 

intentional external force. (pp. 16-17) 

There are many examples of CAS in human interactions. In human systems, emergent 

patterns are generated when parts interact at the same time as “patterns influence parts 

and their interactions. The result is a self-generating self-organizing reality of human 

systems dynamics” (p. 18). The CAS worldview applied to human systems requires 

different ways of thinking and is foundational for this study. 

Another model developed by Eoyang is the CDE model. The CDE model (see 

Figure 2) is a conceptual model designed to identify and understand patterns that 

influence self-organizing processes in human systems, although Eoyang has challenged 

scholars to engage in inquiry that may move the CDE model from “the realm of 

conceptual . . . into the realm of computational modeling” (p. 637). A pattern is defined 

as “similarities, differences, and connections that have meaning across space and time” 

(Eoyang & Holladay, 2013, p. 4). The CDE model is also designed to provide 

information on ways to influence or act upon the system, although only the piece 

designed to describe and explain the system is utilized for this study. Thus, the CDE 

model is used as a tool in this research study to describe and explain patterns in the 
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similarities, differences, and connections in the data gathered from the participating 

teacher about the systems in which she is a part.  

  

Figure 2 Human Systems Dynamics CDE model. (wiki.hsdinstitute.org) used with 

permission 

The CDE model contains three meta-variables representing conditions that 

influence processes for self-organizing in a human system. The first one is called 

container (C) and represents any conditions or parameters that bind the agents of the CAS 

“close enough and long enough that they will interact to create a new pattern” (Eoyang & 

Holladay, 2013). Containers can be physical, conceptual, or social - anything that is 

similar in the system. For example, in an educational system a physical container can be a 

classroom, a school building, or a state boundary. A conceptual similarity may be a 

shared idea or philosophy of teaching and learning or a shared language. A social 

boundary may be age or participation in a school club. A conceptual container may be a 

state identity, a school mission, or a religious belief. A container can be “a bounding 

condition (fence), an attractive condition (magnet), or a combination of multiple mutual 

attractions (network)” (Eoyang, 2012, p. 636).  
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 The second meta-variable in the CDE model is difference (D). This variable is 

designed to capture all the differences that may influence change in a human system. 

Differences can be any kind as long as they are significant to the agents in the system. 

Differences can show a pattern as it emerges, but differences can also show potential for 

change in the system. “At any given moment, in any given human system, at any given 

scale, an indeterminate number of differences articulates the systemic pattern and holds 

the potential of the system to change” (Eoyang, 2012, p. 636). The differences that matter 

are the differences that influence “the speed and path and outcome of self-organizing 

processes”, sometimes called “differences that make a difference” (Eoyang & Holladay, 

2013, p. 28). In one example, state or local policies in schools are sometimes put in place 

over the summer when teachers are not at work. Sometimes these policy changes require 

teachers to adjust room assignments, teaching assignments, plans for instruction, 

curriculum choices, or other parts of their work quickly at the beginning of the school 

year. Some of these required changes may be small, but others may require major 

decisions by those affected by the changes. In another example, a collaborative teaching 

partner may get sick and go on an extended leave from school leaving the remaining 

teacher to adjust to the loss of a colleague in various ways. The main idea, though, is that 

some differences make a difference to the agents in the system and some do not. 

 The third meta-variable in the CDE model is exchange (E). An exchange is “any 

connection that transmits information, resources, or energy between or among parts of the 

CAS” (p. 29). Exchanges show connection between parts of the system and provide 

information about relationships during the entire self-organizing process. Exchanges are 
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the “engine for self-organizing change in a CAS” (p. 29). For example, a school 

newsletter may be distributed once a semester to the parents through the regular mail in 

English. This exchange of information may be delivered in alternative ways (e.g. e-mail, 

posted on a website). It may be delivered more or less often (e.g. once a week, once a 

month, twice a semester), and it may be translated into other languages depending on the 

demographics of the student population. Any of these changes would be a change in an 

exchange which may influence the school as a self-organizing system in a variety of 

unpredictable ways. 

The CDE model is used to help recognize and name how things are in a system. 

Change in one (C, D, or E) results in changes in the other(s) as they are connected and 

dependent on each other. The CDE model helps name and explain underlying 

relationships that influence the process of emergence in self-organizing human systems. 

The CDE model has been used in research to analyze complexity in various disciplines 

such as international relations and foreign policy (Lehmann, 2012) and social policy 

(Eoyang & Yellowthunder, 2005). In education, Patterson et al. (2013) have used the 

CDE model in their work with schools as a way to teach agents in a complex school 

system to notice, understand, and influence patterns around change in schools. When 

agents in the system know how to recognize patterns in the system around containers, 

differences, and exchanges, those agents can then make decisions and take action to shift 

one or more of the conditions which could influence the emergent patterns. In other 

research in schools, high school English teachers used their understanding of containers, 

differences, and exchanges to make decisions that influenced learning in their 
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classrooms, particularly for English language learners (Patterson, Wickstrom, Roberts, 

Araujo, & Hoki, 2010). The teacher for this current study was a participant teacher in this 

study about culturally mediated writing instruction with English language learners 

(Patterson et al., 2010). As Lemke and Sabelli (2008) stated, complexity theories help 

researchers understand relationships in complex systems, and the CDE model is a 

conceptual model appropriate for analyzing teacher decision-making in a complex 

educational system. 

Another model from Human System Dynamics that is used in this research is 

Same and Different (see Figure 3). A Same and Different analysis is used when looking 

for patterns in a complex system (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013).  Doing a Same and 

Different analysis helps focus on relevant patterns that can then be analyzed further if 

desired.  

Same and Different works because it uncovers one of the basic conditions for 

self-organizing: difference (D). It invites you to explore differences in the context 

of the similarities, rather than damping or ignoring the differences and focusing 

only on the similarities. It recognizes and facilitates the full pattern by shining a 

light on both the differences that spark change and the similarities that build 

stability. (p. 38) 
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Often doing a Same and Different analysis is the first step in identifying patterns 

emerging from complexity. 

 

Figure 3 Human Systems Dynamics Same and Different model. (wiki.hsdinstitute.org) 

used with permission 

Because this research study revolves around influences on teacher decision-

making, another model from Human Systems Dynamics useful in this study is the 

Decision Map (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013; Eoyang & Yellowthunder, 2005). The 

Decision Map model (Figure 4) is an analysis tool designed to capture the complex 

interdependencies of decisions made at the individual or organizational level in a CAS. 

Most models for decision-making rely on assumptions that the system is closed, low-

dimensional and driven by linear causality. Human systems, however, are the opposite – 

open, high-dimensional, and nonlinear. This model shows that decisions made in 

complex systems emerge from three interdependent factors – worldview, rules, and 

reality – and are made at a moment in time. Each of these factors is not independent or 

static. Worldview represents the way an individual or group sees the world based on 
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previous life experiences and cultural interactions gathered over a lifetime and represents 

the way they think things should be (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). Worldview represents 

subjective truth in the moment. Rules inform decision-making and represent a type of 

normative truth, accepted formal or informal rules, regulations, or norms that are explicit 

or implicit in the moment. Reality, an objective truth, is what is observed and focuses on 

accessible data and how that data informs a decision at a moment in time. These three 

parts of the Decision Map help describe complex truth. “Decisions for each individual 

emerge from internal tensions among worldview, rules, and reality” (Eoyang & Holladay, 

2013, p. 80). The Decision Map is used as a tool for analyzing decisions made by the 

participant teacher at particular moments in time during the study focusing on which part 

– worldview, rules, or reality – is influencing a particular decision at that moment and 

what tensions between the three may be influencing the decision.  

 

Figure 4 Human Systems Dynamics Decision Map model. (wiki.hsdinstitute.org) used 

with permission 

Another tool of Human Systems Dynamics that is discussed in this study analyzes 

adaptive action. The participant teacher for this research mentions several times in 
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interviews that she uses the Human Systems Dynamics Adaptive Action cycle (see Figure 

5) in her work (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). In this cycle, three questions are asked: 

What? So What? Now What? This cycle is a method for “engaging with dynamical 

change in an ever-emerging, always self-organizing world” (p. 30) and promotes the use 

of inquiry at all levels in an iterative cycle of change. Eoyang and Holladay describe 

adaptive action as a way that leads participants to “adjust and correct when it is 

impossible to predict and control” and state that Adaptive Action cycles can be 

“embedded inside one another to build a network of inquiry and action” (p. 32). During 

the analysis phase of this research, this Adaptive Action cycle is mentioned as a tool to 

describe and explain the data. 

 

Figure 5 Human Systems Dynamics Adaptive Action Cycle model. 

(wiki.hsdinstitute.org) used with permission 

Limitations of Complexity Theories 

In considering the characteristics of qualitative inquiry about complex systems, 

some issues need to be considered. For example, descriptions of complex systems 

decompose the system. Knowledge gained from a description is related to the perspective 
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used in the description. Therefore, only some characteristics of the system can be 

described based on the chosen perspective. According to Cilliers (2005), it is impossible 

to describe a complex system because the description itself reduces the complexity of the 

system and always leaves out some aspect of the system. “We cannot have complete 

knowledge of complex systems; we can only have knowledge in terms of a certain 

framework. There is no stepping outside of complexity (we are finite beings), thus there 

is no framework for frameworks. We choose our frameworks” (p. 258-259 italics in 

original). These limiting frameworks allow researchers to gain knowledge in fixed time 

and space. However, knowledge gained from qualitative research of complex systems is 

limited and claims made from such knowledge must be modest. 

Summary of Review of the Literature 

Because the teacher chosen for this study was selected from teacher consultants 

for the local site of NWP, a review of the philosophies of NWP, process writing, and 

writing workshop was important. Process writing has a solid basis in research, and 

writing workshop is a commonly used framework for teaching writing in schools and has 

a research base. NWP promotes process writing and writing workshop. NWP 

philosophies include promoting teachers teaching teachers about their successes, inquiry 

into educational literature as a part of teacher inquiry, and practicing the writing process 

as a writer. NWP encourages writing as a social process as part of a learning community, 

and research shows NPW has been successful in improving students writing achievement.  

Assessment and accountability were reviewed, particularly the use of summative 

assessments in local, state, and federal education systems that are tied to a variety of 
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accountability policies such as NCLB. These Test-Based Accountability systems are 

widely supported but are also criticized.  

A review of the literature on teacher decision-making showed research on various 

types of decisions that teachers make while planning, teaching, and evaluating. A variety 

of things influence teacher’s decision such as teacher’s beliefs, knowledge, experience, 

the curriculum in place where they are teaching. Research showed that often a 

combination of factors influence teacher’s decisions. Research also showed that 

contextual factors influence teacher decision-making as well as education system 

policies.  

An explanation of the evolution of systems theory and complexity theory led into 

a review of a complex systems perspective and its use in qualitative research. Complexity 

researchers were noted and Human Systems Dynamics and models were introduced.  
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CHAPTER III 

 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

In order to gain a better understanding of teacher decision-making about writing 

instruction in a high-stakes testing context, this research study focused on what 

influenced one writing teacher’s decisions about writing instruction. This qualitative, 

descriptive case study (Merriam, 1998) was situated in the constructivist research 

paradigm. Constructivists believe that knowledge is socially constructed through 

interactions between individuals and their social worlds (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 

Merriam, 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). This case study was designed to “highlight 

features or attributes” (p. 37) of a particular school and teacher by “analyzing, 

interpreting, and theorizing” (p. 38) about this bounded case (Merriam, 1998). This 

methodology lends itself well to studying teacher decision-making about writing 

instruction. 

Research Setting and Context 

 

In order to find a teacher to participate in this study, I went to the leaders of the 

local site of the NWP and asked for recommendations for active teacher consultants who 

taught fourth, seventh, ninth or tenth grades because those are the grades required to take 

the state mandated writing assessment. Originally a fourth grade teacher agreed to 

participate, but her principal moved her to be the school librarian for the semester of the 

study, so another teacher had to be selected. Several other fourth grade teachers were 
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considered, but all were moved to different grades or jobs for the semester of the study. 

The teacher chosen to participate taught ninth and tenth grade. Thus, this was a 

purposeful sample of a writing teacher in a high-stakes writing assessment grade (Patton, 

2002). Permission from the district was obtained and IRB approval was secured (see 

Appendix A). 

The Classroom Teacher  

The participating teacher was a writing teacher who was a teacher consultant for 

the local site of the NWP and taught ninth and tenth grade which both required a writing 

assessment in the state. She also was the current recipient of the High School Teacher of 

Excellence award from the regional chapter of the National Council of Teachers of 

English. The case consisted of the teacher within the context of the school and district. 

During the study, this teacher taught several sections of English I (ninth grade) and one 

section of English II (tenth grade). Students in her classes ranged from struggling readers 

and writers to Pre-AP students. Pre-AP classes are designed to prepare students for AP 

(Advanced Placement) classes. Traditionally Pre-AP and AP courses are taken by 

students planning to attend college. Two sections of her English classrooms had English 

language learners. Teacher decisions about writing instruction in all types of courses 

taught by this teacher were considered as part of the study. 

The School and District 

 The participant teacher taught in a high school located in Texas that is part of a 

district with approximately 25,000 students. The district was located in a large 

metropolitan area and is considered a suburban district. Texas categorizes schools 
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according to their assessment scores on yearly state assessments. This accountability 

rating system labels schools according to the following categories: Exemplary, 

Recognized, Academically Acceptable, or Academically Unacceptable. According to 

previous results from state mandated assessments this district was Academically 

Acceptable in 2011, the latest available result at the time of this study.  

The participating teacher worked at a high school with approximately 2,000 

students with 10 percent African American, 24 percent Hispanic, 60 percent white, 1.0 

percent American Indian, and 2.0 percent categorized as two or more races. The school 

population was 23 percent economically disadvantaged, 6 percent limited English 

proficient, and 25 percent at-risk. This school was also considered Academically 

Acceptable according to 2011 state assessment criteria.  

Data Collection 

In order to learn what influenced teacher decisions about writing instruction in a 

high-stakes assessment context, many types of data were collected. Literacy researchers 

often use a variety of qualitative data sources in researching writing and writing 

instruction. One common data source is interviews (Beck, 2006; Dutro et al., 2013; 

Graves, 1994; Green & Sutton, 2003; McGrail & Davis, 2011; Serna, 2009). For 

example, Dutro et al. (2013) describe their use of both informal and semi-structured 

interviews with a teacher as critical to their analysis of students writing experiences and 

writing in a high-stakes assessment classroom. Qualitative research on writing 

classrooms often uses field notes to supplement and elucidate additional data from 

collection methods such as audio recordings, video recordings, and documents (Beck, 
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2006; Dutro et al., 2013; Dyson, 1993, Heath, 1983; Manak, 2011; McGrail & Davis, 

2011; Ranker, 2009). Also, literacy researchers gather documents from students and 

teachers as part of writing research (Calkins, 1994; Dutro et al., 2013; Dyson, 1993; Gort, 

2012; Graves, 1994; Newkirk, 1989; Ray, 1999). Student documents can show a 

student’s intentional use of craft (McGrail & Davis, 2011; Ray, 1999), show student’s use 

of language and culture (Gort, 2012; Serna, 2009), identify attributes of student’s writing 

(McGrail & Davis, 2011) or show development in student’s writing (Newkirk, 1989; 

Ranker, 2009). Literacy researchers use teacher documents such as lesson plans (Ranker, 

2009) and feedback on writing (Beck, 2006) to guide their work. Documents may also be 

collected from schools or districts (Dutro et al., 2013) to inform research. 

Table 2 provides an overview of the data collected for each particular research 

question in this study. Various types of data sources were collected through interviews, 

observations, and documents. An overview of the timeline for interviews, observations 

and data analysis is in Table 3 below. Because a teacher functions within a grade level 

team, a school, and a district within a state education system, it was determined that the 

district person in charge of the English Language Arts curriculum for the selected 

teacher’s grade level would be interviewed to determine any policies in place at the state 

or district level that might influence a teacher in the district. It was also determined that 

the principal would be a good source of information about any policies in place at the 

school level that may influence a teacher in the school. The grade level team at the 

participating teachers’ school was also considered to be a potential influence for the 

teacher, so observations of grade level team meetings were arranged.  
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Table 2 

Overview of Data Collection by Research Question 

Research Question 

 

Source Data Collection Procedure 

What does writing instruction 

look like in a writing teachers 

classroom(s) in a high-stakes 

testing context? 

 

Teacher Informal/Semi-structured interviews - 

field notes and digital recording 

Documents - such as lesson plans, 

objectives of lesson plans, assessment 

criteria, student data, etc. 

Classroom Observation - field notes of observation 

of writing classrooms(s) 

Documents – created or used during 

writing lessons such as whole class 

created wall charts, collaborative writing, 

etc. 

Researcher 

Journal 

Record of researcher activities and 

decisions throughout the research study 

What influences this teacher’s 

decisions about writing 

instruction?  

 

Teacher Informal/Semi-structured interviews - 

field notes and digital recording 

Documents - such as lesson plans, 

objectives of lesson plans, assessment 

criteria, student data, etc. 

Grade Level 

Team 

Meetings 

Observation of team meeting(s) - field 

notes 

Documents - such as school and 

course/grade level curriculum, 

assessment criteria, literacy policies, 

meeting notes, documents passed out in 

meetings, etc. 

Principal Semi-structured interview - field notes 

and digital recording 

Documents - such as federal, state, 

district, and school curriculum, 

assessment criteria, literacy policies, etc. 

District 

Language 

Arts 

Coordinator 

Semi-structured interview - field notes 

and digital recording 

Documents - such as federal, state, and 

district curriculum, assessment criteria, 

literacy policies, etc. 

(continued) 
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Classroom Observation - field notes of observation 

of writing classroom(s) 

Documents – created or used during 

writing lessons such as whole class 

created wall charts, collaborative writing, 

etc. 

Researcher 

Journal 

Record of researcher activities and 

decisions throughout the research study 

 

At the beginning of the study, I conducted a semi-structured interview with the language 

arts coordinator for the district. Due to scheduling constraints, the interview with the 

school principal was held in November. Both interviews used a semi-structured interview 

protocol (see Appendix B). These interviews were designed to gather information about 

the context of the study as far as the school and district environment with particular focus 

on literacy philosophies, literacy policies, and procedures regarding writing instruction. 

Table 3 shows the specific dates of each interview for the study. Any documents that the 

principal or language arts coordinator deemed important for the study were gathered at 

this time such as federal, state, district, and school curriculum, assessment criteria, 

literacy policies, etc. The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Field notes 

were taken using handwritten notes.  
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Table 3 

Data Collection and Analysis Timeline 

Data Sources 

(Including Artifacts and 

Field Notes) 

Phase One 

Date of Interview/Observation 

Phase Two 

 Sept Oct Nov Dec Sept 2013- 

May 2014 

Teacher Interview  26 9 

16 

30 

13 2 

18 

 

Data 

Analysis 

Grade Level Planning 

Meeting Observation  

 23 14   

Principal Interview   15  

District Language Arts 

Coordinator Interview 

18    

Classroom Observation   8 

11 

28 

29 

11 

18 

16 

17 

Researcher Journal Sept 2013 – May 2014 

 

At the beginning of the study I also interviewed the teacher in her classroom. The 

first interview was an informal interview designed to gain background information on the 

teacher regarding her educational and teaching experiences, her philosophies about 

teaching and learning, and anything she wished to share about how she made decisions 

about writing and writing instruction. I made arrangements with the teacher to obtain 

copies of lesson plans for writing instruction on a weekly basis for her courses in a format 

convenient for her for the weeks of the study. She placed her lesson plans on her school 

website, so I was able to access them immediately. Beginning with the next teacher 

interview, a semi-structured interview took place approximately every two weeks using 
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an interview protocol (see Appendix C) at a time convenient for the teacher. Most 

interviews were held on Wednesday evenings at 6:30 p.m. after weekly individual 

afterschool student tutoring was completed for the day. Ultimately seven teacher 

interviews were held across the study. These semi-structured interviews used the 

interview protocol and lesson plans collected from the teacher each week as a beginning 

point for conversations regarding decision-making about writing instruction. These 

conversations also addressed the teacher’s philosophies about teaching and learning and 

questions that arose during classroom observations. Field notes were taken during 

interviews using handwritten notes on copies of lesson plans. All interviews were audio-

recorded and were transcribed and analyzed before the next interview or observation so 

that any clarifications or questions that arose during the previous interview could be 

addressed in the next observation or interview. These interviews were designed to be 

exploratory and flexible to gain insight and information for future interviews (Merriam, 

2009).  

Documents were also a data source. In addition to documents that were collected 

from the district language arts coordinator and the school principal, documents were 

collected during teacher interviews that supplemented lesson plans such as objectives of 

lesson plans, unit overviews, writing assessment scoring criteria, the grade-level 

curriculum plan, student data, classroom handouts, etc. If student documents were 

mentioned in interviews as relevant to decision-making about writing instruction by the 

participant teacher, then a copy of those documents were gathered with any identifying 

names removed. No other student documents were gathered for this study. Field notes 
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were also taken during each interview to supplement interview transcriptions and 

documents. 

The participating teacher was part of two grade level teams because she taught 

sections of English I and English II. Twice during the study I observed grade level 

planning meetings held approximately every two weeks at this school for the English I 

teachers. Due to last minute scheduling changes at the beginning of the school year, the 

participating teacher was assigned to teach a class when the remainder of her team was 

meeting during their planning period for the grade level planning meeting, so she was 

unable to attend. It was decided that I would observe two of these grade level meetings 

anyway to see if what was discussed was relevant to the study. Because the teacher was 

also teaching a section of English II, she was also part of the English II grade level team. 

However, this team never met during the study, so I was unable to observe a planning 

meeting for that team. During grade level team meetings I was an observer only 

(Merriam, 2009; Spradley, 1980) and collected field notes during the meetings noting 

curriculum content, participants’ responses and actions, interactions between colleagues, 

and the overall atmosphere of the meeting. I paid particular attention to discussion of 

anything pertaining to writing or writing instruction during these planning meetings and 

also collected copies of any documents shared during the meetings. Field notes were 

collected using a combination of typed notes on an iPad with an attached keyboard and 

handwritten notes. 

About once every three weeks, I spent a class period observing in the classroom 

during each course taught by the participant teacher as a way to observe writing 
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instruction first hand and as a way to answer the research questions. The school used a 

modified block schedule where first period and fifth period were 50-55 minute classes 

(called skinny classes) held every day and second, third, and fourth period classes were 

90 minutes classes (called block classes) held every other day. Thus, each class was 

taught on an A day, a B day, or both days (A/B). The participating teacher taught one 

section of Regular English I, four sections of Pre-AP English I, and one section of 

Regular English II. Because she taught Regular English I and Regular English II in block 

format, it was decided that I would observe one of her block Pre-AP English I classes. 

Therefore, each set of observations occurred over a two-day period as one block class 

being observed was on A day and the other two classes were on B day. Field notes were 

collected during each observation. There were a few occasions where the two 

observations did not occur on back-to-back days because of scheduling conflicts and 

weather days. However, each class was observed four times during the study. Throughout 

observations of each class I was an observer only (Merriam, 2009; Spradley, 1980). Field 

notes collected during observations included notations of participants’ responses and 

actions, the participant teacher’s lessons and interactions with students, and the overall 

atmosphere of the literacy classroom and school context (Bogdan, 1973; Rossman & 

Rallis, 2012). The first class observation field notes were handwritten, but subsequent 

field notes were a combination of handwritten notes and notes typed into an iPad using an 

attached keyboard. These field notes were used to verify and support emerging themes 

from other data sources. 
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Field notes taken throughout the study helped clarify artifacts and documents 

collected as well as digital recordings of language arts coordinator, principal, and teacher 

interviews. Analytic memos (Rossman & Rallis, 2012) were added to transcriptions of 

field notes with emerging impressions including methodological and theoretical questions 

and preliminary and ongoing analysis of potential themes. Field notes included notes 

from any informal conversations with the teacher and the principal regarding the study 

and were in handwritten and digital formats. I also kept a researcher journal documenting 

what I was doing along the way that was used as a data source. 

Data collected throughout the study was marked with an individually identifying 

code. The following codes were used for data sources: INT for interviews, FN for field 

notes, DOC for documents, and RJ for researcher journal. A summary of all data sources 

collected during the study with their assigned code can be found in Appendix D. 

Data Analysis 

 

In qualitative research, data analysis is “recursive and dynamic” (Merriam, 2009, 

p. 169). Unlike traditional, positivist research, the design of qualitative research is 

emergent because collection and analysis of data often occur simultaneously and can 

shape the direction of the study (Merriam, 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). The goal for 

data analysis in this study was to document and understand what was happening with 

teacher decision-making through the use of multiple data sources. Data sources were put 

onto a computer as documents and stored in folders to help organize and manage the data 

(Merriam, 2009). 
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Data sources were analyzed with content analysis using the constant comparative 

method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), allowing me to test theories and interpret comments. 

Data from the various sources were triangulated and any emerging themes were checked 

with the participant teacher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 This study was conducted in a normal classroom environment during regular 

classroom activities. Written informed consents were gathered from the teacher, district 

language arts coordinator, and the campus principal. 

 As stated previously all interviews were transcribed in a timely manner (usually 

within one week). While transcribing, I made notes of emerging themes and questions or 

items needing clarification for the next interview (see sample transcript page in Appendix 

E). After each interview or observation, I scanned any documents or field notes and 

stored them on the computer and kept a paper copy in a file box (see sample lesson plan 

with notes in Appendix F and sample from field notes in Appendix G). I added questions 

to subsequent interviews based on transcriptions and observations and began creating a 

mind map after the second teacher interview on October 9 of emerging ideas. This mind 

map started out on an 8 ½ x 11 sheet of paper with notes handwritten in pencil. I added to 

this mind map after transcribing the third interview on October 16 and transferred it to a 

poster-sized paper after the third interview using black marker. After each subsequent 

teacher interview, I added notes to the mind map using a different color to differentiate 

ideas noted after each interview. Patterns noted from each subsequent interview were 

documented using a different color: (a) notes from the fourth interview on November 1 

were taken in black pen, (b) notes from the fifth interview on November 13 were added 
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in red pen, (c) notes from the sixth interview on December 2 were added in green pen, (d) 

and notes from the seventh interview on December 18 were added in pink pen. This mind 

map was shown to the teacher on three different occasions during a teacher interview 

showing her the emerging themes. These notes were particularly focused on patterns 

noticed about influences on teacher decision-making and agents (people, groups, and 

ideas) mentioned by the teacher in each interview as influential in her decision-making 

processes. Appendix H is a digital copy of this handwritten mind map after the seventh 

interview with any identifying names changed to initials or coded for anonymity. 

After all interviews were completed, I made a second pass through the interview 

data looking for additional patterns in the data. I took handwritten notes on the printed 

transcripts and made additional mind maps during this process, adding to what I had 

learned in the process of transcribing and creating the first mind map. I took the notes 

created during this process and wrote up a summary of the language arts coordinator 

interview, the principal interview, and the teacher interviews based on patterns noticed in 

these notes. Analyzing the teacher data was a much more complex process because there 

were seven interviews, four observations from each type of class, and two grade level 

team meetings. Notes were taken on these emerging themes: teacher learning, curriculum 

writing, variety of resources, timing and convenience, time, testing requirements, 

school/district requirements, fits with beliefs or does not fit with beliefs, conflicts, 

challenging choices, beliefs about students, planning, personal practices of the teacher, 

specifics for each type of class, use of notebooks, purposes for quickwrites, conferences, 
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teacher beliefs, differences between AP and Regular classes, and common classroom 

practices. These notes took the form of webs, lists, and graphics.  

I also then reviewed the documents collected during the interviews and added 

additional observations from this pass through the documents. I then reviewed all field 

notes from all interviews, grade level team meeting observations, and classroom 

observations looking for additional patterns and data to support emerging theories. The 

notes from common classroom practices were then re-organized into themes (i.e. multiple 

reasons for instructional choices, gradual release/modeling, laying foundation for future 

work, spiraling back to review/add on to knowledge, use of mentor text for variety of 

purposes, all students do not need every lesson, conferencing with students individually, 

writing process/conferences, connecting grammar lessons to student writing, purposes of 

grammar lessons, adaptive decisions, assignments to motivate, using technology, 

assignments as formative assessments, trying out new things, choice, correctness, 

audience, discussion, differentiation, use of rubrics, importance of reading, practice for 

future tests, goal setting).  

I then did a pass through all the data again making notes based on what I had 

found in the previous data and wrote up a summary of themes that answered each 

research question. Appendix I contains samples of notes and webs created from these 

reviews of the data. 

At this point specific analysis was done on the data using Human Systems 

Dynamics (HSD) models as a way to show the complexity in this context. HSD models 

are designed to analyze decisions at a moment in time rather than change over time. 



77 
 

Therefore, three decision points were chosen for analysis based on three primary themes 

of the research: policy, curriculum, and instruction. Because decisions are often made in 

response to tension or constraints in the system, each decision point was chosen based on 

comments made by the participating teacher noting a response to a challenge, tension, or 

constraint that was present at the time the decision was made or surrounding the decision. 

HSD models used for this analysis were the CDE model, the Same and Different model, 

and the Decision Map model. The Adaptive Action Cycle model was used to describe 

points in time where the teacher mentioned using it in her decision-making process. This 

analysis is described in detail in Chapter IV. 

Trustworthiness 

To provide credibility to the findings, more than one source of data were collected 

concurrently (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The field notes and digital recordings provided 

documentation of specific events. In addition, once interviews were coded, the teacher 

was informed of the evolving findings and had the opportunity to comment or correct any 

misconceptions. After each teacher interview, questions were added to the interview 

protocol for the next interview about emerging themes in the data. The participating 

teacher was shown the mind map several times during the data collection showing her 

patterns and emerging themes (INT 6, p. 4; INT 8, p. 12; INT 9, p. 1). After the analysis 

was completed and written up, the written document was shown to the participating 

teacher for verification and any conflicts or discrepancies were discussed until a 

consensus was reached between the teacher and me. 
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Summary 

 I have described the methodology used for data collection and analysis of teacher 

decision-making about writing instruction in a classroom. The research setting, teacher, 

school, and district were described. The data collection procedures and a record of the 

dates of interviews and observations were described noting specific data sources and 

processes. The data analysis procedures were explained, and processes in place to ensure 

trustworthiness were identified.  
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CHAPTER IV 

 

FINDINGS 

The goal of this research study was to understand influences on teacher decision-

making about writing instruction in a high-stakes writing assessment grade. Viewing 

schools as a complex adaptive system requires an understanding of the system in which 

the teacher works. The study was designed to provide insight on two research questions: 

(a) what does writing instruction look like in a writing teachers classroom(s) in a high-

stakes testing context? and (b) what influences this teacher’s decisions about writing 

instruction? Many sources were used to help answer the research questions for this study. 

The summary of findings is presented by research question after the description of the 

system. In addition, Human Systems Dynamics models are used to describe and explain 

the complexity in the data.  

Description of the System 

 This research studied a secondary English teacher who taught in a large suburban 

high school, Metropolitan High School (MHS) (pseudonym), in Texas. This high school 

was part of a medium-sized suburban district we will call Bluebonnet Independent School 

District (BISD) (pseudonym). 

The District and State – Bluebonnet ISD, Texas 

To understand the context in which the participating teacher worked, an interview 

was conducted with the language arts coordinator for Bluebonnet ISD (BISD) on 
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September 18, 2013. A semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix B) was used as a 

starting place for this interview designed to learn about literacy in this district and how 

this district fit in the state education system. Information was gathered about how the 

district and state may influence teachers’ decisions about writing instruction in the 

classroom 

 The language arts coordinator, Ms. Justin (pseudonym), graciously met me in her 

office at one of the district administration buildings. During the interview she provided 

information about how BISD functions with regards to writing. First of all, in BISD the 

position of language arts coordinator was not considered an administrative position but 

was defined as a support role. The language arts coordinator, or the Secondary English 

Language Arts and World Languages Coordinator for Curriculum and Instruction and 

Staff Development, was charged with supporting 220 teachers from sixth through twelfth 

grade, including teachers at the seven district middle schools, three traditional high 

schools, one alternative high school, one alternative K-12 detention school, and one 

school at the county juvenile detention facility. The elementary language arts coordinator 

and the secondary language arts coordinator had no official interaction with each other as 

they reported to different directors in the district organization. Figure 6 is a representation 

of the organization in BISD around secondary curriculum and instruction. 
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Figure 6 BISD organization – Curriculum and instruction/secondary 

Even though there was an Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and 

Instruction with staff to support various levels and subjects of curriculum in the BISD, 

the district was site-based. Principals made decisions about what was important regarding 

curriculum and how instruction was implemented in their school. Because of this 

structure, anything that was promoted by the language arts coordinator was considered 

optional unless the principal chooses to adopt it. For example, the secondary language 

arts coordinator oversaw the creation and maintenance of a district language arts 
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curriculum for grades six through twelve, but the ultimate decision about whether the 

curriculum was used in the schools was up to each individual principal. Also, BISD did 

not have an official literacy policy for secondary education. 

 Ms. Justin had been at BISD for five years. She participated in the area 

association for English language arts coordinators and collaborated with colleagues 

outside of the district on a regular basis. She herself was a published author, and she 

stated the process of writing for publication had increased her belief about reading as a 

writer and influenced her work as the language arts coordinator. She mentioned many 

ways she was working with teachers and district personnel to influence literacy 

instruction. One way concerned the structure of middle school language arts classes. 

About five years previous to her arrival, the decision was made to split reading and 

writing classes in the middle schools, sixth through eighth grade. This decision was 

relevant to this study because the participating teacher potentially received students from 

four or five different middle schools in the district. Each student in those middle school 

grades had a reading class and a writing class. This previous decision divided the middle 

school curriculum between reading and writing in the schools where historically one 

teacher focused on writing, usually grammar, and the other teacher focused on reading, 

usually through the use of whole class novels. Because of this division and the site-based 

design of BISD, students in different middle schools in the district received a wide 

variety of separate reading and writing instruction and came to high school with varying 

degrees of preparation. Once students got to high school, reading and writing instruction 

were combined into one course, either English I or Pre-AP English I. 
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Ms. Justin had been working with middle school reading and writing teachers in 

BISD in a variety of ways to improve literacy instruction. One way was to encourage the 

reading teachers to collaborate with their English counterparts (writing teachers). Ms. 

Justin had several things in place to encourage the integration of reading and writing with 

differing levels of success. She identified her literacy theory as Rosenblatt’s (1978) 

theory of transaction with the reader and considered literacy to be reading and writing. 

One of her goals was to talk with secondary teachers in BISD, particularly middle school 

teachers, about how reading and writing are interrelated and complementary processes. 

For example, part of her job was to provide two days of professional development for 

teachers. During her last professional development for middle school teachers in August 

she had a reading teacher and a writing teacher discuss ways to use a reading response 

journal with the reading teacher and then use the same journal in writing class. Ms. Justin 

also had a colleague from the local university talk about integration with expository text, 

reading and then writing in an expository genre in response to what was read. Every 

session in this professional development focused on reading and writing together.  

Another initiative for Ms. Justin in promoting literacy in BISD was organizing 

curriculum revision teams for each secondary grade level. In Texas, the curriculum 

standards for English Language Arts are divided into six strands: reading, 

comprehension, writing, oral and written conventions, research, and listening and 

speaking. Ms. Justin’s only requirement for the final district curriculum document was 

that it align with the state curriculum standards. The district curriculum was written by a 

team of teachers, one from each school, along with the district instructional support 
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teacher (a district person under the language arts coordinator – see Figure 6). Each grade 

level district curriculum revision team discussed together and created a district grade 

level curriculum document which included a focus for both reading and writing for each 

six weeks or unit. These curriculum documents were frameworks for instruction for 

reading and writing, not day to day pacing guides. The final grade level curriculum 

documents were provided on a CD to teachers in BISD and were placed on the district 

intranet drive to make them accessible. However, as stated previously, the principal at 

each school in BISD had control over the use of this district grade level curriculum by the 

teachers in their school. Ms. Justin did not write the curriculum herself but considered 

herself a facilitator of the discussion with the curriculum team during the process. She 

felt her influence on the curriculum team was in choosing the campus representative who 

participated on the team. Also, in her discussion with each team she did emphasize two 

things: (a) that the team consider having students do other reading besides literature, 

discouraging the use of whole class novels, and (b) that the curriculum include reading 

more expository material. Ms. Justin also mentioned that she discouraged the use of 

mandatory grade level novels. The only grade level district curriculum document that 

included specific grade level novels was the English I document for ninth grade because 

the majority of teachers on the English I team wanted two specific readings in the 

curriculum, The Odyssey and Romeo and Juliet (see Appendix T for a complete list of 

referenced materials). It also should be noted that the teacher participating in this study 

was on the district ninth grade curriculum revision team for the past several years.  
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Another topic mentioned by Ms. Justin as influencing writing instruction in BISD 

was state assessments. Texas has several mandated assessments each year for English 

Language Arts. For secondary grades, these assessments include a reading assessment 

yearly for sixth through tenth grade and a writing assessment for seventh, ninth, and tenth 

grades. The reading assessments consist of multiple-choice questions and open response 

skinny answer questions. The writing assessments consist of a multiple choice portion 

covering revising and editing and a writing portion requiring a response to a prompt. In 

the past few years, the reading and writing assessments were administered over a two-day 

period. However, the state assessments for ninth and tenth grades changed this past 

summer. Actually, over the past several years the testing requirements have changed 

multiple times in Texas, so some requirements from last year are still being tested in the 

time frame of this study. The newest assessment requirements began to take effect during 

the semester of this study. 

Following is a review of the End-of-Course (EOC) writing assessments in the 

state for secondary students. Currently, for seventh grade, the EOC writing assessment 

requires writing to a prompt in two genres (personal narrative and expository) in addition 

to a field test question. Last year the ninth grade students were required to write to 

prompts from literary and expository genres. This year the writing assessment 

requirement for ninth grade students was reduced to one expository prompt. Last year 

tenth grade students were required to write in two genres (expository and persuasive) in 

response to prompts. This year tenth grade students are required to write only one 

persuasive response to a prompt. These writing responses are handwritten on paper 
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provided by the state, can only be 26 lines, and are scored using the state-developed 

rubric. In addition to a response to a prompt, the writing assessment requires answers to 

multiple choice questions on revision and editing, which have not changed for this year. 

However, this year the reading and writing assessments for ninth and tenth graders are 

combined and the time allowance for testing changed from eight hours over two days to 

five hours during one day. Therefore, the multiple choice questions, short answer 

questions, and writing response to a prompt are now all part of the same test and are to be 

reported together rather than separately. All state assessments in this district are paper 

tests. 

Ms. Justin stated that state assessment requirements influenced the district level 

curriculum. For example, specifically included in the district curriculum documents was a 

writing prompt at each grade level every six weeks for students. If teachers used the 

district curriculum, every six weeks their students were provided with the opportunity to 

compose to a prompt similar to the state assessments. 

According to Ms. Justin, one result of state assessments in this district was their 

influence on classroom instruction. For example, she stated that often there was little or 

no writing instruction in a grade level when there was no writing test. She felt that 

teachers shied away from writing instruction because “it takes a long time to look at 

writing and if I can just get away with grammar worksheets that’s okay. . . . they’re not 

going to have a state test in writing anyway” (INT 1, p. 7). When asked if she thought the 

state assessments influenced teachers’ decisions about writing instruction, she responded 

“It’s not that I think it’s influenced, I know that it’s influenced … so we get kids in 
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seventh grade where there’s a writing assessment who have not written a paper in school 

since fourth grade when the last state [writing] assessment was. Yes, it influences what 

teachers do” (INT 1, p. 7). 

One way Ms. Justin chose to counteract this lack of writing instruction in non-

tested grades was by instituting district benchmarks, which she wrote herself. These 

benchmarks were patterned after the state assessments, often using similar prompts and 

questions as previous year released state assessments. She had two district benchmarks a 

year in each secondary grade, either reading, revising and editing, or composing. Time 

influences the decision about what type of district benchmark was given. As of this time, 

Ms. Justin only required one district composing benchmark specially designed for 

seventh grade, similar to the state writing assessment, because students were required to 

take this type of state writing assessment in the spring. The reason only one composing 

benchmark was designed was that a composing benchmark was very time consuming to 

score. For example, for this seventh grade benchmark Ms. Justin brought in all the 

seventh grade teachers and they scored all students’ writing in one day which required the 

district to pay substitutes for all these teachers for the day. This composing benchmark 

was usually an expository prompt because that was the one that students struggled with 

the most. Teachers used a scoring rubric that Ms. Justin created that combined ideas from 

the Analytic Writing Continuum (National Writing Project, 2006, 2008, 2012), the state 

writing rubrics, and rubrics from other districts. This rubric emphasized the three areas on 

the state rubric with an additional area on word usage and used the grading criteria of 1, 

2, 3 or 4 from the state rubric. Ms. Justin had also developed a multiple choice district 
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benchmark that was similar to the editing and revising assessment at the state level that 

was given in all middle school grades and in ninth and tenth grades, even though some 

principals questioned her about why the district was assessing revising and editing in 

grades where that type of assessment was not required by the state. She said that this was 

one way she tried to encourage writing instruction in those grades. 

Ms. Justin felt another influence in this district was the hiring of a new 

superintendent a year and a half ago. The previous leadership focused on obtaining good 

scores on state assessments. Ms. Justin felt that this focus on scores made principals 

scared to do anything different for fear of scores declining. However, the population of 

the district has changed over the last 15 years and the type of student in the district has 

changed, so when scores began dropping consistently and a new superintendent was 

brought in, the climate began to slowly change to allow for more responsiveness rather 

than the continuation of work as usual. However, there was still a heavy emphasis on 

scores on state assessments under the current superintendent. 

Several schools in BISD were International Baccalaureate (IB) schools which 

influenced writing instruction in this district. “Any student who gets a [IB] diploma 

[through this] program has to write a four thousand word essay. That’s a little more than 

a one page document for the state” (INT 1, p. 4). Ms. Justin was implementing plans for 

emphasizing writing in BISD including the creation and incorporation of English 

Language Arts IB Writing Requirements for all students grades six through twelve 

starting this school year. These requirements (including rubrics, word counts, IB 

descriptors, and required writing for each grade level) were developed by a team of IB 
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teachers in BISD. Because of the emphasis in the IB curriculum on writing and the 

positive impact this has had on students in the IB schools, Ms. Justin was encouraging 

use of these IB influenced rubrics and requirements to increase and improve writing 

instruction in all grades, not just in grades where writing was part of the state test or just 

in IB schools. Again, use of these suggested rubrics and increased writing requirements 

by teachers was up to the principal of each school. 

Ms. Justin also took other opportunities during the year to influence writing 

instruction in BISD. One example she mentioned was that she created a monthly 

newsletter for middle school and high school principals about English Language Arts. In 

her September newsletter for high school principals this school year she highlighted 10 

steps to becoming a better writer and statistics for the district on English I and English II 

EOC assessment which were appreciably lower than the state average in all but two 

categories. She also included updates to the state assessment procedures for the year for 

English I and English II and dates for district benchmarks for English I and English II in 

October. Also included in the newsletter were notes about a new Reading Improvement 

curriculum planned for this year and notes about a Secondary IB Writing Plan being put 

in place for the current school year. The September newsletter for middle school 

principals contained information about updates and edits on curriculum documents 

designed to align them more closely with the state standards and to align reading with 

writing in the middle school grades. Middle school principals also were informed about 

an emphasis on writing in middle school, including sharing a document with ways to 

incorporate more writing across the curriculum through RAFT (Role, Audience, Format, 
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Topic), as well as dates for district benchmarks for revising and editing, composing, and 

reading. 

Overall, Ms. Justin felt the need to increase the conversation about writing and 

writing instruction in BISD. She was hired because of her expertise in reading, but a large 

portion of her time was devoted to the improvement of writing in the district at the 

secondary level. 

The School – Metropolitan High School 

To understand the context of the school in which the participating teacher worked, 

an interview was held with the principal of Metropolitan High School (MHS) on 

November 15, 2013 using a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix B). The 

principal, Ms. Bennett (pseudonym), met me in her office at the front of the school. She 

provided information about how the school worked within the BISD system and how 

aspects of the MHS system may have influenced Ms. Anderson’s (pseudonym) decisions 

about writing instruction in her classroom. Ms. Bennett confirmed that BISD was site-

based and that she made decisions about what went on in MHS. She stated that 

recommendations may come from the district, but the ultimate responsibility for decision-

making for this school was hers.  

 School initiatives. In our conversation, Ms. Bennett identified many school 

initiatives that she felt directly or indirectly influenced literacy instruction in her school 

(see Table 4). One school initiative Ms. Bennett identified that specifically influenced 

teachers’ decisions about writing instruction in MHS was part of a program called 

Fundamental 5. Framing the lesson with student expectations, staying in the power zone 
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(out among the students), increasing the use of higher level questioning, reinforcing and 

recognizing student progress, and critically writing in each content area were the five 

areas of focus in this initiative to improve classroom instruction. Over the last three years 

one of the main goals for MHS was getting students to be able to write as part of a well-

rounded classroom. As part of this initiative, the previous year the English teachers in the 

school provided training and assistance to other teachers in the school, providing staff 

development at every staff meeting on writing in other content areas including tips and 

prompts for each department so teachers could see how writing could be used in their 

subject-matter classes. Ms. Bennett has seen a shift in the use of writing in the school. 

“Even the PE teachers were using writing” (INT 2, p. 1). The expectation at MHS was 

that students were to be writing at least weekly or more in all classes.  
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Table 4 

School Initiatives in Place during Study 

School Initiative Part of 

District 

Initiative 

Yes or No 

Purpose of Initiative Specific Literacy 

Connection 

Direct or 

Indirect 

Fundamental 5 No Faculty improvement -  

classroom instruction 

Direct 

Critical writing in 

all content areas 

Look 2 Learning Yes Faculty improvement - 

student engagement 

Indirect 

Tutoring Before and 

After School 

No Student support Direct for ELA 

Indirect for other 

Teacher Training 

Specifically for English 

Language Learners 

No Faculty improvement Direct for ELA 

Indirect for others 

Extra Content 

Opportunities 

No Student support Indirect 

On-Track School 

Curriculum 

No Student support - prevent 

student failure 

Direct for ELA 

Indirect for others 

Saturday Study Sessions No Student support Direct for ELA 

Indirect for others 

Professional Learning 

Communities 

Yes Faculty collaboration Direct for ELA  

Indirect for others 

Faculty Meetings (with 

a staff development 

component) 

No Faculty support Indirect 

Project Adoption Yes Community involvement None 

Improve AP and PSAT 

scores 

No Student improvement Direct for ELA 

Indirect 

 

 Another influence on classroom instruction at MHS was a district initiative called 

Look 2 Learning. Look 2 Learning has been in place at this school for the last three or 

four years. Each school in BISD used this tool during a five to seven minute walk-

through of classrooms to note student engagement in the classroom. Ms. Bennett 
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identified several areas from this tool that MHS was focusing on this year including 

looking for clearly stated objectives, the thinking level in the classroom, the engaging 

qualities in the work assigned to students, and the engagement level of students. Each 

school in BISD focused on their own data and used information from these walk-

throughs to improve learning at their site, although information was shared at the district 

level with other schools. Teachers at MHS were accustomed to a member of the Look 2 

Learning team observing in their classroom on a periodic basis. In fact, there were six 

teams of three with a combination of principals and teachers that went out and did walks 

weekly in MHS. Information from these walk-throughs was also shared in school staff 

meetings throughout the year to encourage improvement in student engagement in 

individual classrooms. Ms. Bennett felt that this initiative indirectly influenced 

instruction in each classroom. 

 Some other initiatives at MHS mentioned by Ms. Bennett were designed to 

address specific populations in the school. Before and after school tutoring for two 

sessions a week was a requirement for all teachers to address the needs of struggling 

students, although many teachers did more. Efforts to fulfill the needs of English 

language learners at MHS were being addressed with additional training for teachers. 

Also, study sessions on Saturdays and after school during certain times of the year were 

scheduled for specific students, some of which were to help with EOC testing. During the 

year teachers in different content areas offered before and/or after school opportunities, 

like the math center, for students to come and get help. In addition, at MHS curriculum 

for a program called On Track was being developed in various subject areas, including 
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English language arts. This curriculum was for students who were failing a course after 

the first six weeks and was designed to catch students up during a semester rather than 

waiting for them to fail and then having to re-take the semester. Ms. Bennett 

acknowledged a need to address the needs of struggling readers at MHS. She was 

working with several teachers on ways to work with struggling readers but felt this was 

something that may need to be a higher priority in the future because of current time and 

budget constraints. 

Another structure/idea in place at MHS was the ongoing use of Professional 

Learning Communities (PLC). The use of PLCs has been around for a few years at MHS 

with varying implementation formats. For example, the year previous to this study the 

school paid for substitutes so that grade level teams could meet on a regular basis for 

professional learning. However, this year there was no formal time set aside for grade 

level team meetings, and each grade level team had determined different ways to meet. 

Some teams made time during the day, like a common planning period, where they meet 

once or twice a week, and some teams met and had a working lunch a couple of times a 

week. Ms. Bennett was trying to find ways to have PLCs without taking teachers from 

their families and other things they had to do, so implementation was flexible across the 

school. One set PLC time was scheduled for grade level teams once a month so they 

could sit down together to do various things like plan, look at data, or work on common 

assessments. For example, after a district benchmark test (called a Bonus Round), the 

grade level PLC meeting would be used to discuss the results and make a determination if 

classroom instruction needed to be adjusted or specific students needed assistance. A 
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MHS school administrator familiar with the content area would attend this PLC meeting. 

For example, one of the assistant principals at MHS was an English major, so that 

assistant would attend each grade level English Language Arts PLC after the relevant 

district test. Ms. Bennett had a math background, so she would attend any PLC meeting 

discussing an Algebra benchmark. She acknowledged that some PLC teams were more 

experienced and successful than others and that decisions made to facilitate this structure 

varied from year to year.  

According to Ms. Bennett, staff meetings at MHS often had a staff development 

component designed to influence classroom instruction. Some topics for staff meetings 

mentioned were instruction for teachers on how to use specific instructional methods like 

the Socratic method (last year), ideas to meet the literacy needs of English language 

learners, discussion of the various aspects of the Fundamental 5 initiative like critical 

writing, and discussion of learning from the specific school focus of the Look 2 Learning 

observations. Staff meetings prior to a mandated state assessment were used to train staff 

on how to give the assessment, which was a requirement from the state of Texas. 

Mandated assessments. Ms. Bennett had multiple things to say about how state 

mandated assessments influenced decisions in this particular school. She had been 

working in BISD for many years and had been an assistant principal or principal at the 

elementary, middle and high school level during that time. She had seen a variety of state 

assessments in those years and acknowledged that the first state tests were much more 

simple. Each progression of state testing from TABS, TEAMS, TAKS 1, TAKS 2, and 

now the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) had required an 
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adjustment period in the schools to respond to the change. “When the tests change it’s a 

growth period for us, changing our strategies and starting to push kids higher and higher. 

So we’re in one of those stages right now” (INT 2, p. 5). She noted that the state test was 

a representation of the curriculum. The information students needed to know for the EOC 

test were things they needed to know. “It’s just that it’s so high-stakes for some of 

them…I have kids that know the material but fail the test because they get so wound up 

and they freeze…that’s my frustration right now” (INT 2, p. 5).  

Because of the recent changes from the state of Texas, MHS was again in 

transition, particularly with reading and writing instruction.  

The whole writing portion of that [state assessment] has changed and we were 

good in the old TAKS writing. I mean we blew the top off of everything. Well the 

type of writing they are asking [students] to do now is more than just a narrative 

or persuasive. It’s really critical writing, and so we’re still in that stage of learning 

how to best teach that and learning how to best get that information across. So it’s 

kind of a different stage than if you had done this four years ago where we were 

doing it one way. We had reached where what we felt was pretty competent. I 

mean we can always improve. Don’t get me wrong, but we’re not at that stage yet 

with this. We are still learning about how we need to do things. (INT 2, p. 4) 

Ms. Bennett said there was not one thing in the tests that she did not want her 

students to know. “The state mandated tests do drive a lot, but the stuff they are supposed 

to learn for that is really good stuff, so it’s not like where it’s separate from what we are 

really needing to do, but we are learning this at this point” (INT 2, p. 4). In fact, she 
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approved of many of the changes that had come from the state of Texas during the last 

summer, particularly cutting down on the number of state mandated tests at the high 

school level to five tests. The number of tests previously required was “15 and it was 

overwhelming because it was so different” (INT 2, p. 4) and was more than the school 

could handle without having two full-time people just dealing with testing. “I’m all for 

accountability, it’s just that was . . . so much that we couldn’t handle it” (INT 2, p. 4). 

She stated “In the spring [of 2013] I don’t think we went three weeks in a row without 

having to test somebody with something, just because of all the different [tests]… the 

English Language Learners test, re-taking the TAKS . . . I mean it was just unbelievable” 

(INT 2, pp. 4-5). Ms. Bennett felt the new number of tests required by the state of Texas 

was something the school could handle and that MHS will get better by searching for 

better teaching strategies in order to better meet the requirements, although she said 

administrators always have to be flexible. “[R]ight now it’s just five tests we have to 

give. You never know whenever the legislature meets again what it might be” (INT 2, p. 

4). 

 Teacher/school context. In talking with Ms. Bennett she had many things to say 

about Ms. Anderson and how this teacher functioned in MHS. Ms. Bennett talked about 

how she considered Ms. Anderson to be an expert in literacy instruction and was aware 

that Ms. Anderson was awarded the state High School Teacher of Excellence from the 

area National Council of Teachers of English organization. Ms. Bennett mentioned about 

how Ms. Anderson had taken some ESL kids in the past and really worked with them on 

literacy and all types of things. Ms. Bennett had been amazed when observing in Ms. 
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Anderson’s room at how students behaved in her room and what they did in her room as 

opposed to what Ms. Bennett saw these students doing most of the time. Ms. Bennett felt 

Ms. Anderson was the lead teacher during the previous year in helping the English 

teachers work with the content area teachers on writing for the school critical writing 

focus. She thought Ms. Anderson was extremely intelligent and was one of the best 

teachers she had ever had. Ms. Bennett felt Ms. Anderson’s expertise in the area of 

literacy was extraordinary but that she was also very knowledgeable in many different 

areas. Ms. Bennett also shared that Ms. Anderson was flexible and would do whatever 

was asked and did it well. Ms. Bennett said Ms. Anderson was very good at seeing the 

big picture and was well liked by everybody including the students who knew how much 

she cared about them. She felt Ms. Anderson was a gifted teacher and could reach any 

goal that she wanted to at any level, including administration. “She just steps in 

anywhere” (INT 2, p. 4) and does what is needed, like when she took over for another 

teacher for a Saturday workshop for students and covered the writing section, even 

though it was at the last minute. “She’s very bright, and I’m just very fortunate to have 

her. I really am” (INT 2, p. 4). The principal trusted Ms. Anderson to plan and teach her 

students in the classroom without any interference. Ms. Bennett and Ms. Anderson had a 

solid relationship of respect and admiration as colleagues and as principal and teacher.  

Most of the school initiatives reported by Ms. Bennett were mentioned by Ms. 

Anderson in her interviews. However, in Ms. Anderson’s interviews, she mentioned 

additional school initiatives that she felt influenced writing instruction at MHS that were 

not mentioned by Ms. Bennett. For example, Ms. Anderson mentioned hearing a call 
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from the administration to increase AP scores and PSAT (Preliminary Scholastic 

Aptitude Test) scores in the school in staff meetings at the beginning of the school year. 

She also mentioned that Ms. Bennett, in a staff meeting early in the year, gave a short 

presentation on project-based learning and how the Fundamental 5, particularly the types 

of things that the administration wanted to see happening in MHS classrooms around this 

initiative, fit in with project-based learning types of activities. More specific information 

from Ms. Anderson’s interviews is reported later. 

The Classroom 

Part of describing the setting of the study, in addition to information about BISD 

and MHS, is first describing Ms. Anderson’s classroom. Ms. Anderson’s classroom was 

situated at the end of the English I hallway in her school. The desks in Ms. Anderson’s 

classroom were separated into groups of four with room for Ms. Anderson to walk 

around each set of desks. A rolling cart sat in the middle of the room with a laptop 

computer on top attached to the projector on the ceiling. Ms. Anderson often was seen 

with her iPad in her hand, although sometimes she connected her iPad to her projector to 

display on the screen at the front of the room. 

Every wall in Ms. Anderson’s room was in use. The back wall of the classroom 

was covered from ceiling to about half way down the wall with a black background and 

had large letters across the top stating Read & Write. Several teacher-made anchor charts 

were displayed on this wall, with a blank chart ready for use. A table containing a printer 

and two desktop computers available for student use was along this back wall with 

various quotes framed in black frames above the computers on the wall. Ms. Anderson 
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had quotes from Morrie Schwartz, Eleanor Roosevelt, Ernest Hemingway, Mark Twain, 

Maya Angelou, Alice Walker, Dr. Seuss, Ray Bradbury, Randy Pausch, Winston 

Churchill, and Mahatma Ghandi, although several quotes had no author. For example, 

one quote stated “Writing is a crucial activity. Whether it’s grocery lists, e-mails, IMs, 

academic essays, poems, raps, or business memos, Everyone writes” (FN 17, p. 3). Two 

four-drawer filing cabinets sat under the board. The filing cabinets were sideways back-

to-back so that anchor charts can be displayed on the sides. These filing cabinets were 

used by students to store folders of their work and were accessed by students on a daily 

basis. A television sat on a corner cabinet close to the teacher’s desk with school 

announcements rotating throughout the day. 

On the far wall of Ms. Anderson’s room several bookcases were displayed across 

the wall, short and tall, in-between the two blue-draped windows. These bookcases 

contained Ms. Anderson’s classroom library. Various books such as dictionaries and high 

school level reading textbooks were stored in the windowsills and other books were 

displayed on top of the bookcases. The bookcases were organized into various sections: 

Series, Period/Paranormal, Adventure/Mystery, Dystopian, Real Teen Issues, War, 

Sports, Nonfiction, Teen Romance, Adults Novels, and Graphic Novels. Most sections 

were full of books, but a few of the sections on the bottom row had baskets being used as 

drawers that contained other books not on display. Several books were set up on book 

holders on the tall bookcases, similar to a public library. On October 8, 2013 these books 

were on display: The First Part Last by Angela Johnson, Looking for Alaska by John 

Green, The Secret Story of Sonia Rodriguez by Alan Lawrence Sitomer, and Before I Fall 
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by Lauren Oliver (FN13, p. 11). Over the course of the semester, the books on display 

changed periodically. For example, on December 16, 2013 these books were on display: 

Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom, The Time Keeper by Mitch Albom, Just One Day 

by Gayle Forman, Lost December by Richard Paul Evans, Legend by Marie Lu, Unwind 

by Neal Shusterman, and City of Bones by Cassandra Clare (FN 22, p. 9) 

Also on this far wall was a teacher-made bulletin board. At the beginning of the 

year the bulletin board stated “READ ME?” in large black letters on rectangle shaped 

backgrounds of stripes and polka dots. Posted on this blackboard were color copies of 

book jackets from various books (FN 13, p. 11). Ms. Anderson noted that the book 

jackets on this bulletin board were books that she read over the summer. Just before 

Halloween, she changed this bulletin board to say “I Wouldn’t Be Caught DEAD without 

a Good BOOK” and decorated it with a black background, spider webs, and gravestones 

of black with white spider webs and stone bases (FN 19, p. 1). Under this bulletin board 

was a desk/table with buckets of highlighters, colored pencils, and markers, a pencil 

sharpener, a three whole punch, black and blue pens in baskets, and black and white 

striped ribbon. A small sign above the table said Read Every Day with Dr. Seuss and 

Thing One and Thing Two. Two framed posters were displayed above the tall bookcases. 

One was a black and white poster of Alphabet City, and the other was a motivational 

poster with a railroad track heading into the distance with mountains and a sunset that 

said “Opportunity – All those who have achieved great things have been great dreamers” 

(FN 13, p. 11). A pile of six blue pillows was stacked in the corner. 
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On the front wall of the classroom was a white board that extended across most of 

the wall. A screen could be pulled down in the middle of this whiteboard and a projector 

was used to display on the screen. The left corner of this whiteboard was used to list 

assignments due for each type of class. For example, Figure 7 shows the assignments 

from October 8 for AB1/A4. 

 

Figure 7 Sample from front whiteboard on October 8, 2013 (FN 13, p. 5) 

 

The right side of this whiteboard was used for teacher-written notes and was often used 

during the study as a place for Ms. Anderson to write notes during whole class 

discussions. Sometimes these notes were erased between classes and sometimes they 

were left up for several days. Above this white board were teacher-created anchor charts 

on comprehension from Kylene Beers and Robert Probst’s book Notice and Note (2013) 

called signposts: Contrast & Contradiction, Again & Again, Words of the Wiser, 

Memory Moment, Tough Questions, and AHA Moment. Each poster had a graphic, a 
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couple of short examples, and a cloud shape noting a question applicable to this signpost. 

For example, on the Words of the Wiser poster the graphic was a speech bubble and in 

the cloud were the questions: Life lesson? How might it affect the character? On the far 

right corner of this wall was a tall bookcase with class sets of English Literature 

textbooks and various other books. 

 The wall closest to the hallway contained another large whiteboard. This 

whiteboard was used in a variety of ways during the study. Often a large portion of this 

board was used to display student work. On one observation day there were many 

examples of student work from a Powerful Sentences activity about 9-11. On another day 

there were concept maps from Ender’s Game created by many of the Pre-AP English I 

students. Other times this board was used as a place for Ms. Anderson to write notes 

about whole-class discussions, notes which she then referred to periodically during future 

lessons. Also at the edge of this board was a hanging chart that Ms. Anderson used to 

keep handouts and materials for her various classes. Ms. Anderson’s desk and small 

filing cabinet were close to this wall in the corner along with several tables set up to 

collect student work. A desktop computer was on her desk as well as Ms. Anderson’s 

return pile for her classroom library books. When a student wanted to check out a book 

they filled in a yellow sticky note with their name, the title of the book, and the cost of 

the book. Students then put this sticky note on Ms. Anderson’s desk. When they returned 

the book, they added it to a stack of books on Ms. Anderson’s desk next to a cabinet with 

the title facing outward. Books in this pile changed on each observation day. For 
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example, Table 5 lists the books in the return pile on Ms. Anderson’s desk on November 

11, 2013 (FN 19, pp. 5-6). 

Table 5 

Return Pile from Classroom Library Checkout on November 11, 2013 

Title Author 

Scarlet  Marissa Meyer 

Twisted Laurie Halse Anderson 

Insurgent  Veronica Roth 

Fahrenheit 451  Ray Bradbury 

Rooftop Paul Volponi 

Will Grayson, Will Grayson  John Green and David Levithan 

Unwind Neal Shusterman 

Ashfall  Mike Mullin 

The Truth About Forever Sarah Dessen 

Catching Fire  Suzanne Collins 

Matched Ally Condie 

Purple Heart  Patricia McCormick 

Soldier’s Heart Gary Paulsen 

Go Ask Alice s  Anonymous 

Stung   Bethany Wiggins 

Dear John Nicholas Sparks 

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian  Sherman Alexie and Ellen Forney 

 

Ms. Anderson’s room was designed to highlight reading and writing and to promote 

conversation among students. Her classroom was also designed to draw attention to 

lessons and to create an environment where students were comfortable with books and 

with each other. Ms. Anderson had set the stage for a community of readers and writers 

in her classroom. 
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The Teacher 

To understand the context of the school and classroom in which the participating 

teacher worked, a series of interviews were held. The first interview was designed to gain 

background knowledge about Ms. Anderson and then the remaining interviews used 

lesson plans and a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix C). In the first 

interview, I learned that Ms. Anderson was in her seventh year of teaching and had been 

at MHS for her entire teaching career. In addition to a standard teaching certification 

from the State of Texas, she had her English as a Second Language supplemental 

certification that allowed her to work with English language learners in the classroom. 

She also had taken Advanced Placement training so was certified to teach Advanced 

Placement courses. Her undergraduate degree was in English and she took post 

baccalaureate classes to obtain a teaching certificate. She obtained her Master of 

Education degree within her first few years of teaching. Subsequent interviews were held 

over a period of three months and were designed to learn about what influences Ms. 

Anderson’s teaching decision about writing instruction using her lessons plans as 

guidelines. Information gathered from these interviews is described in detail in the 

findings for the research questions. 

Findings for Research Question One 

This section describes the findings for research question one: What does writing 

instruction look like in a writing teacher’s classroom(s) in a high-stakes testing context? I 

begin with a brief description of Ms. Anderson’s teacher preparation practices followed 
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by descriptions of Ms. Anderson’s classroom including these sections: reading/writing 

workshop classroom, common classroom practices, and common teaching practices.  

Teacher Preparation Practices 

 Ms. Anderson was always trying to improve herself as a teacher and always 

looking for resources to add to her “arsenal” (INT 4, p. 9). Table 6 shows a sample of the 

many resources that Ms. Anderson used during the study, where she got them, and 

whether these resources were something that she had used in previous years or were 

being used this year for the first time. As can be seen, Ms. Anderson did not always take 

resources from the year before and use them again. She adapted her planning and her 

lessons using a combination of resources that she had used previously with new resources 

she discovered from various sources in her ongoing process of preparation. 

Table 6 

Sample of Resources Used During the Study 

Resources First Time Used 

Yes / No 

From books and/or conferences 

Series of Lessons - Notice & Note signpost lessons 

Example: Lesson using Thank You Ma’am by Langston Hughes  

Yes 

Yes 

Lesson - Bernabi – Ba-da-bing lesson adaptation No 

Lesson - Bernabi - Kernel Essay lesson adaptation No 

General lesson ideas from Crunch Time – Bernabi No 

Integrated lesson with book talk – Tuesdays with Morrie Yes 

Networking Activity from book by Harvey Daniels No 

Blog referenced at a conference by Kylene Beers Yes 

Ideas from books on teaching grammar by Don and Jenny 

Killgallon 

No 

Ideas from Grammar Plan Book on teaching grammar in context 

by Constance Weaver 

No 

Teaching method ideas for grammar from books by Jeff Anderson No 

(continued) 
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- Everyday Editing 

Teaching ideas from a book by Penny Kittle – Book Love No 

Lesson using essay called Indian Education – used by Penny 

Kittle 

No 

Series of lessons using essays on 9-11 – from Penny Kittle’s class No 

From student work 

Lesson using her own students’ writing – persuasive writing used 

to create mentor text letter to the principal 

Yes 

Lesson using previous student blog as mentor text Yes 

From the school librarian 

Lessons for historical fiction project – helped with coordination 

and presentation 

No 

Lesson using children’s literature book - Back of the Bus – found 

book for use in a lesson 

Yes 

From technology sources 

Lessons using videos – Julius Caesar Yes 

Lesson using videos – To Kill a Mockingbird No 

Lessons highlighting the use of Edublogs – links to students’ 

blogs encouraging reading/community building, requirements, 

etc. 

No 

Lesson incorporating Twitter – to author during class Yes 

Lesson using YouTube – Julius Caesar (John Green’s Crash 

Course introducing characters in the play) 

Yes 

Lesson using PowerPoint – Julius Caesar – introduction to 

expository writing 

Yes 

Lesson using video - Teaching Channel (not specified) Yes 

Lesson using PowerPoint – Historical Fiction – finding sources No 

From The Teaching Channel – specific lessons 

Foundations Lesson 1 - Analysis of Ad (abstract versus concrete) Yes 

Foundations Lesson 2 - Thesis Statement  Yes 

Literary Analysis Lesson Yes 

Pattern Holder Lesson Yes 

Concept Maps Lessons Yes 

From blogs 

Lesson ideas from reading blogs and comments – general Yes 

Lesson ideas for concept map lessons from reading blogs on 

creativity 

Yes 

Lesson using personal/teacher blog – use as mentor text Yes 

From articles 

Chew on This Expository Unit No 

Articles from Pre-AP Curriculum Team – had a file of expository Yes 

(continued) 
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essays to use – continually collected more 

Lesson using article on porches in America – idea – used a 

different but similar essay 

No 

From NWP colleagues 

Lesson using persuasive mentor text idea from summer youth 

writing camp 

Yes 

From student teacher collaboration 

Lesson using co-created Graphic from a previous year No 

Parts of Speech Lesson from a previous year No 

From previous curriculum writing sources 

LEADS – writing strong introductions No 

Lesson using mentor text - Gaming Yes 

Apostrophe Test - review No 

From other teachers on English I or English II team 

Lessons using the Big 5 Literary Terms handout - English 

department chair 

No 

Lesson using Vietnam Essay (persuasive mentor text) – other 

English teacher (not specified) 

Yes 

Lesson using writing models from curriculum from another 

district - English department chair 

Yes 

Lesson using essay on Of Mice and Men - other English II teacher Yes 

From Ms. Anderson’s writing 

Encyclopedia of a Workshop Classroom – teacher written No 

 

As can be seen from Table 6, many of the resources Ms. Anderson used this year were 

resources that she had gathered or learned about since the previous school year. She said 

she was always looking for resources. 

 All observations of Ms. Anderson’s classes were during block classes, so the 

following descriptions relate to block classes only. A typical day in a block class 

consisted of a book talk, independent reading time, a reading mini-lesson, reading 

workshop time, a writing mini-lesson, and writing workshop time.  

 

 



109 
 

Reading/Writing Workshop Classroom 

According to Ms. Anderson, she ran a reading/writing workshop classroom. She 

stated this in several interviews and documents gathered for the study. For example, in 

the beginning of the year Ms. Anderson shared her class syllabus with her students and 

had them compare it to an essay that she had written called “Encyclopedia of a Workshop 

Classroom” (Doc 4.3, excerpt included in Appendix J). This essay was inspired by a book 

by Amy Krouse Rosenthal called Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life and was written by 

her in a class she attended two summers ago taught by Penny Kittle (INT 4, p. 3). This 

creative essay described Ms. Anderson’s unique classroom characteristics. In this 

document she talked about workshop, what that meant, and how her classroom 

incorporated many elements of workshop, like choice, conferences, feedback, publishing 

opportunities, reading, sharing, and time for reading and writing. Under Workshop she 

wrote  

During workshop you will be working as readers and writers. During this time, I 

will conference with individual students to see how you are doing, provide 

suggestions or feedback, and assess your progress. You can make choices about 

the best way to use your workshop time: however, you are responsible for turning 

in your assignments on time. We often have more than one assignment we are 

working on at a time. (DOC 4.3, p. 6) 

Ms. Anderson then had the students compare this essay to her syllabus, helping them 

notice that both documents covered much of the same information albeit using a different 

genre of writing. This was an example of Ms. Anderson sharing a piece of her own 
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writing as a model for the purpose of teaching a concept to her students, which she did 

often during the study. In a blog post from her teacher blog, Ms. Anderson talked about 

how her teaching philosophies evolved over the years, particularly her work with a 

workshop model. In a teacher blog from November 22, 2013 (see Appendix K) she 

defined her classroom as a reading/writing workshop, noting that “the power of workshop 

is the ability to adapt based on what is discovered about students and their work” (DOC 

8.9, p. 1), and how learning that, although she cannot plan or control the unpredictable 

change this brings, she can trust the routines and structures of this type of classroom. She 

then listed her workshop structures: “book talks, quickwrites, mini-lessons, express edits, 

reading and writing conferences, peer response groups, and reflection and goal setting 

assignments” (DOC 8.9, p. 1). All of these routines and structures were supported by 

classroom observations, documents, and interviews during this study as will be seen in 

descriptions below. Ms. Anderson stated that she had learned to trust the process, 

although she continually searched for ways to improve her implementation and 

assessment in this framework stating that with “each iteration in the workshop classroom, 

we move closer to the aim of a community of readers and writers who are willing to not 

only revision our words, but also our stories, our lives, our community, and our world” 

(DOC 8.9, p. 2). 

Common Classroom Practices 

There were many common classroom practices found in Ms. Anderson’s classes. 

Time was allotted for reading, writing, and classroom discussion. Also, there was an 

emphasis on choice and audience. 
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Reading. One common classroom practice was setting time aside for reading. 

Most class periods consisted of a period of time set aside for students to read a book of 

their choice, often checked out from her extensive classroom library. To support this 

independent reading, Ms. Anderson book talked at the beginning of most class periods 

about books that she had personally read from her classroom library and had the students 

add the title to their Next List at the back of their writers notebook if this title was of 

interest to them. Some of the book talks I observed during observations were Unwind by 

Neal Shusterman (FN 13), Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom (FN 20) and Nineteen 

Minutes by Jodi Picoult (FN 12). There were also many occasions where class time was 

allotted to silent reading a second time during the class period, either for a common text 

(e.g. Ender’s Game (INT 6, p. 14), To Kill a Mockingbird (FN 17, p. 2)), or for an 

independent text. A couple of times during the semester each class would work on a 

reading reflection assignment describing what books they had read since the last 

reflection in order of easiest to most difficult explaining why they put them in the order 

they did, what they want to read next, what they were most proud of, and what personal 

goals they want to set for themselves for the next reflection (INT 7, p. 6; INT 9, p. 7). 

Another common practice was reading aloud to students for various purposes. Ms. 

Anderson always read aloud excerpts from the book talk book of the day. She also read 

aloud during other portions of a class period. A few examples would be reading aloud 

from the whole class novel Ender’s Game (INT 5.1, p. 5), reading aloud from a short 

article, “Gamers ‘til the End”, while modeling how to annotate while reading (INT 9, p. 

8), and reading aloud from a text, To Kill a Mockingbird, to help students find an answer 
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to a test question while practicing for a test (INT 8, p. 5). Reading was prevalent during 

all classroom observations, both independent reading and read aloud. 

Writing. Another common practice in Ms. Anderson’s classroom was allowing 

time for writing. “We write in this class” (INT 5.3, p. 1). Students wrote in their writers’ 

notebooks in response to quickwrite prompts on a daily basis for a variety of purposes. 

Some examples include a quickwrite to generate ideas for a blog post (INT 6, p. 7), a 

series of quickwrites to clarify thinking leading to a discussion of expository text 

structures (INT 7), a series of quickwrites to expand on previous thinking (INT 7, p. 17), 

and a quickwrite in response to a prompt (INT 7, p. 17). Often each student was working 

on a draft of a piece of writing over a period of weeks, returning to the piece of writing 

during many mini-lessons on craft, conventions, or some other applicable topic. For 

example, Ms. Anderson’s Pre-AP classes worked for approximately seven weeks on a 

historical fiction project that consisted of three different types of writing: (a) an 

expository introduction including citations, (b) a historical fiction narrative, and (c) a 

student reflection essay. All of her classes worked on concept maps around a piece of 

literature that required them to come up with a theme and piece of writing that included 

ten ideas with supporting textual evidence. Ms. Anderson stated that often students 

thought they had turned in a final piece of writing, but to her it was just a part of the 

writing process that might be picked up again in future lessons. For example, after her 

students wrote a personal narrative and an I Believe expository essay during the first six 

weeks for a grade, she stated “what I feel like I’m getting for the six weeks is a draft, and 

I plan to continue with both of those essays into the next six weeks” (INT 3.2, p. 2). 
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Students’ writing was used by Ms. Anderson for a variety of purposes. For 

example, students would write a few sentences in response to what they had just read in 

the chapter from Ender’s Game and Ms. Anderson would use sentences from students’ 

writing as examples for a grammar lesson on complete sentences (FN 15, pp. 5-10). In 

another example, on one day students wrote a few sentences using vocabulary words, and 

Ms. Anderson used sentences from students’ writing as examples for a grammar lesson 

for the day. “They decided to satirize Obama and the Kardasians, so that the kids would 

laugh” was a sentence one student wrote on the board on this particular day as practice 

with punctuation (FN 21, p.10). Other types of writing by students were used by Ms. 

Anderson as examples to help other students come up with ideas for a new piece of 

writing or for a blog post that was due soon as in the quickwrite examples above. Ms. 

Anderson also used student writing on one day in her English II class to create a lesson 

on persuasive writing for the next class period (FN 17, p. 1). Students wrote daily in a 

variety of ways, and Ms. Anderson used students’ writing to help her teach. 

 Discussion. Discussion was also an important component in Ms. Anderson’s 

instruction. Many times in class Ms. Anderson used discussion with tablemates as a part 

of a lesson. For example, she said “Share with your tablemate what was you’re thinking 

on that signpost memory moment” and then continued with “What was the most 

interesting thing you heard at your table?” (FN 15, p. 13). This type of table discussion, 

followed by sharing out to the whole class, happened often during classroom 

observations. Also, talking together in more formal discussions like Say Something (a 

type of Socratic seminar) was part of her lesson plans (INT 6, p. 5). In one example, she 
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incorporated discussion with small groups on the meaning of vocabulary words and 

sentences (FN 19, p. 9-10), and in another example she had small and large group 

discussion about two different expository mentor texts (INT 9, p. 10). During all 

classroom observations discussion among students from partners to table groups was 

noted as a normal part of her classroom environment. 

 Choice. There were many teaching philosophies manifest in Ms. Anderson’s 

classroom that facilitate student learning. One was the concept of student choice. For 

example, students were often given choice about writing topics (INT 4, p. 9), such as 

topics for blog posts (INT 5.2, p. 6). Another example of choice in writing topics was 

when a mentor text was used in class, “Two Kinds”, students could use a prompt related 

to the story to write an expository essay or could write a prompt of their own and get it 

approved by the teacher. Choice was sometimes an option for what students chose to 

work on during workshop. For example, during one class period the students were given 

the chance to vote on what they would prefer to work on during class, a vocabulary quiz, 

review for a test, or work on an expository essay (INT 9, p. 9). 

Audience. Another concept commonly seen in Ms. Anderson’s class revolved 

around increasing the audience for student writing. Often Ms. Anderson displayed 

student work on the white board for other class members to see. One example was 

concept maps created about Ender’s Game. Many concept maps created by her Pre-AP 

students were on display for several weeks before her Regular English I students began 

working on their concept maps (FN 12, pp. 2-3). Also, all her classes worked on powerful 

sentences around the topic of 9-11, and students’ work was displayed for other students 
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to see (FN 3, p. 7). The use of blogs for student writing also opened up audience for 

student’s writing as other students could read the blogs and comment. Writing partners 

and writing groups were also a part of Ms. Anderson’s class to provide students with 

feedback on their writing drafts and a wider audience for student writing (INT 5.3, p. 3). 

Common Teaching Practices 

 There were many common teaching practices observed in Ms. Anderson’s classes. 

These teaching practices emphasized the importance of individual students through 

modeling, constructing, spiraling, adapting, and integrating instruction, and by 

incorporating technology. 

Individualized/differentiated instruction. Many common practices in Ms. 

Anderson’s class revolved around the concept of meeting individual students’ needs. For 

example, Ms. Anderson had individual student conferences on a daily basis. She held 

conferences daily with individual students about reading, assignments, writing, 

worksheets, or tests. She often had individual student conferences on short answer 

questions on tests (INT 7, p. 7), on sentence practice sheets (INT 7, p. 3), on previous 

writing that had already been graded (INT 9, p. 8), and on many other types of classroom 

activities like conferencing about a student’s class notes in their notebook (INT 5.3, p. 2). 

These conferences were in addition to traditional teacher conferences about students’ 

reading and writing. Ms. Anderson was seen conferencing during independent reading 

time, during independent writing time, and during practice tests and regular tests. She 

used every spare moment to conference with individual students and used these 

conferences to help individual students move forward in their understanding of concepts.  
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 Several occasions in Ms. Anderson’s classroom showed that she understood that 

instruction needed to accommodate different students’ needs. For example, the reading 

schedule for Pre-AP for To Kill a Mockingbird was designed to allow for slower readers. 

Ms. Anderson created an online Extra Credit Book Club for students who were more on 

track for college level reading, so they had the opportunity to read more if desired (INT 6, 

p. 9). On another occasion Ms. Anderson called her class together and had them write to 

a quickwrite. Those who had an idea of what they wanted to write were then sent to their 

desks to write. The remainder of the students did another quickwrite. Any student who 

had an idea went back to their desk. After several quickwrites, any student who still did 

not have an idea to write about had an individual conference with Ms. Anderson (INT 4, 

p. 9). On another occasion Ms. Anderson provided a practice sheet with comprehension 

questions on Ender’s Game for students who felt they needed the practice. This practice 

sheet was not mandatory. Only those students who felt they needed the practice 

completed it (INT 5.1, p. 4). 

Another way Ms. Anderson met the needs of individual students was in her 

practice of using regular class assignments as formative assessments. In fact, her 

individual conferences were used as formative assessments. She also used blog posts, 

prompt writing for a district Bonus Round assessment, and Unit tests as formative 

assessments for what individual students knew and still needed to learn. At one point Ms. 

Anderson was not happy with the corrections that students had done on a unit test, so she 

made them correct it again. In a subsequent student conference, a student said to her “So I 

am going to correct my corrections?” (INT 5.2, p. 6). Ms. Anderson wanted to make sure 
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each student knew each concept. Even her final exam for the first semester was 

considered a formative assessment for the next semester (INT 9, p. 17-18). This teacher 

practice of learning from individual students in a variety of ways helped Ms. Anderson 

adapt her teaching to the individual needs of her students. 

Gradual release of responsibility. Many teaching practices were manifest in Ms. 

Anderson’s daily classroom lessons. For example, Ms. Anderson used the gradual release 

of responsibility model often in her teaching (Gallagher & Pearson, 1983). She modeled 

something, had the students practice the concept in small groups or with partners, and 

then had students practice independently. For example, with her Pre-AP students, she 

modeled small pieces of the Historical Fictions Research Project with the whole class 

(INT 5.1, p. 6). In another example, students practiced doing a particular type of writing 

before being expected to do it independently. In writing a reflection of the process of 

writing their preface, Ms. Anderson had students do several quickwrites of their process 

and write a blog about it. In the next lesson she had them quickwrite about how they 

added parenthetical citations and then write about it. The next assignment was on how to 

paraphrase and quote, then showing student models. After this, they were expected to do 

each of these steps in their own reflection paper (INT 7, p. 11). Ms. Anderson even used 

the gradual release of responsibility model with test questions. She read aloud a passage 

at the end of To Kill a Mockingbird and discussed with the whole class the symbols and 

motifs. Then the class worked together on test questions on this topic. She then sent the 

students to do test questions about motif and symbols on their own (INT 7, p. 11). In her 

English I class, Ms. Anderson modeled annotating an essay in front of the whole class 



118 
 

using a mentor text about whether airports should use full body scanners and then had 

copies of similar articles at each table for students to work on practicing annotating 

together. Students were then expected to be able to do annotations of articles on their own 

(INT 9, p. 14).  

 Constructing. Another common practice in Ms. Anderson’s classroom was the 

concept of using individual lessons to build foundations for future learning and thinking. 

For example, students worked with a shorter text from Aesop’s Fables learning how to 

create thematic statements. Then they moved to creating thematic statements with the 

longer text in Ender’s Game, with the ultimate goal of determining a theme for their 

concept map assignment (INT 7, p. 8). Another example of single lessons providing 

foundations for future learning was in her Pre-AP classes where she used a series of 

quickwrites to have students write a reflection of their historical fiction project writing. 

First they wrote about what they knew about historical fiction or research before, then 

they wrote about what they remember learning from this process, and finally they wrote 

about what they now knew about research and historical fiction. These quickwrites were 

designed to then lay the foundation for the thinking that was going to be required for 

future lessons when they returned to expository writing on more interesting ways to 

structure expository writing (INT 7, p. 10).  

 Spiraling. Another common practice in Ms. Anderson’s teaching was spiraling 

back to review or add on to previously learned concepts by either applying learned 

concepts in new situations or pulling concepts learned separately together for a new 

purpose. For example, all Ms. Anderson’s classes did a series of lessons on powerful 
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sentences using the topic of 9-11. Later she pulled the learning from the powerful 

sentences activities into another lesson when discussing the book The Back of the Bus in 

identifying powerful sentences in this expository text (INT 6, p. 11). In another example 

Ms. Anderson provided a lesson that required students to go back into their writers 

notebooks to an activity from the beginning of the year where they had drawn hand 

drawings of experiences and beliefs. Students had written abstract I Believe statements 

while creating these drawings. These statements were then used to help students think of 

concrete examples or experiences that could go with their I Believe statements to write 

expository using these ideas (INT 9, p. 11).  

Adapting. Because Ms. Anderson was noticing through individual conferencing 

opportunities what students were learning and still needed to learn, on many occasions 

throughout the study Ms. Anderson would make adaptive decisions in her classroom. On 

one occasion, on a spur of the moment, in response to student conversations she had 

overheard in the hall, Ms. Anderson asked her English II students to write a letter in class 

to convince the principal to let them have a Halloween party (INT 6, p. 15). The topic of 

persuasive writing was being introduced at this time. After reading the students’ letters at 

home on the weekend, Ms. Anderson put together a handout for the next class period 

putting the students’ sentences into categories for the type of persuasion they were using 

and then wrote a letter to the principal using the students’ sentences as her starting place. 

The next class period she went over the types of sentences the students had written, 

giving them the actual terminology used in rhetoric for what they were naturally doing in 

their writing, and then they analyzed together the letter she had written to the principal as 
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a mentor text using the six traits they had been learning about for good writing: content, 

structure, stance, sentence fluency, diction and conventions (FN 17, INT 6). Sometimes 

adaptive decisions were made to give students more time to write or work on an 

assignment (e.g. INT 5.1, p. 3; INT 6, p. 15; INT 8, p. 6), and sometimes Ms. Anderson 

decided to let activities go longer than originally planned because she felt the activity was 

beneficial to the students, like when she let a vocabulary game go an hour because of the 

great discussion that was going on about the words (INT 7, p. 9). On another occasion 

Ms. Anderson allowed a discussion activity to go on even though it was not working the 

way she would like so that the students would take it seriously (INT 6, p. 6). At another 

time she had her English II students do a reading reflection writing activity during their 

Halloween party because her previous Pre-AP class that day had such a positive 

experience with the activity (INT 7, p. 16). These are just a few examples of adaptive 

teaching by Ms. Anderson. 

Integrating. Another common classroom practice in Ms. Anderson’s classes was 

integrating grammar, personal writing, literary analysis, and test preparation. Ms. 

Anderson stated that she always considered grammar, students’ own writing, and literary 

analysis when making decisions about daily lessons. For example, Ms. Anderson would 

pull a few sentences from the current class novel and use the authors’ sentences as 

examples of a particular literary or grammar concept, like when she used sentences 

written by Orson Scott Card as examples of complex and compound sentences (INT 5.1, 

p. 4). As another example, students were told to quickwrite five sentences about what 

they had just read in class in a chapter from Ender’s Game. Ms. Anderson then used these 
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student sentences to review grammar concepts (FN 13, p. 9). On another occasion Ms. 

Anderson took sentences from her book talk of the day, Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch 

Album, and used them to create some multiple choice grammar questions similar to 

questions students would have on an upcoming test. She did this so students could 

practice the grammar and literary analysis concepts in the context of familiar text (INT 7, 

p. 13). In talking with her Pre-AP English I class, Ms. Anderson explained: “[The] reason 

for practice with Tuesdays With Morrie is that understanding how sentence patterns work 

is useful in different contexts. In our own writing, sentences matter. We will also see 

testing questions that ask those same types of questions” (FN 22, p. 3). Many times 

during the To Kill a Mockingbird unit Ms. Anderson used parts of lessons to prepare 

students for a particular type of writing (expository) and particular types of questions 

(short answer, literary analysis, etc.) as well as integrating literary analysis and grammar 

along the way (INT 7, p. 15). 

Grammar was incorporated into everything and there was usually a grammar 

lesson every day. On one day the lesson was a review of subordinate conjunctions (she 

called them AAAWWUBBIS which is an acronym for After Although As When While 

Until Before Because If Since), and after the lesson, students practiced in their most 

recent draft in their writers’ notebook marking the subject and verb, underlining the 

subordinate conjunction, and putting a comma if needed, using the grammar lesson as a 

way to edit their own writing as well as for practice on grammar concepts on an 

upcoming test (INT 6, p. 14; FN 22, p. 4). Appendix L shows an example of writing from 

the white board during a sentence diagramming lesson (FN 22, p. 8-9). Ms. Anderson 
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tried to emphasize that they were looking at sentence patterns – how sentences work – 

rather than traditional sentence diagramming. On another occasion, Ms. Anderson had 

students give her sentences from their writers’ notebooks to use as examples for a review 

on subjects and verbs (INT 4, p. 15). Integrating the many purposes for each course was a 

regular part of Ms. Anderson’s classroom teaching. 

Incorporating technology. Ms. Anderson’s resourcefulness and aptitude with 

technology manifested itself in her classroom instruction. For example, Ms. Anderson 

figured out how to create an assignment template in Penultimate (see 

evernote.com/penultimate/) that she could use to grade her students’ individual writing 

that could then be visible to her on her iPad during class for individual student 

conferences. She created a digital folder of feedback on a student’s work using this iPad 

app. Last year she used the Confer app (see http://www.conferapp.com) and this year she 

was using Confer and was using Evernote (see evernote.com) with some of her classes 

because Evernote allowed her to attach pictures and could be ordered in various ways like 

by date. She created a background with Penultimate to go with the Analytic Writing 

Continuum for her preface and expository pieces of the historical fiction project but also 

scored it using STAAR scoring criteria to be used as feedback for students in their future 

expository writing (INT 8, p. 8). Ms. Anderson would make PowerPoint presentations 

about topics to be discussed in class to make lessons more consistent from one class 

period to another or so they could be used again in the next year. One example was a 

presentation she created for use with her Historical Fiction Research Project on whether 

http://www.conferapp.com/
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internet sources were reliable (INT 5.2, p. 2). She was always playing with technology to 

see what worked best for her and using technology to aid in her teaching. 

Summary of Findings for Research Question One 

Research question one asked what writing instruction looked like in Ms. 

Anderson’s classroom. Findings showed that Ms. Anderson was a teacher who 

continually searched for new resources and new ways to teach her class. She used a 

reading/writing workshop framework for her teaching and allowed time in class for 

reading and writing. She promoted choice, audience, and discussion. She had many 

common teaching practices such as individualized/differentiated instruction and a gradual 

release of responsibility by modeling, allowing time for practice, and then promoting 

independence. Ms. Anderson provided lessons that constructed knowledge and often 

spiraled back to reinforce or build upon previous learning. She adapted lessons based on 

student’s needs, and incorporated technology in her classroom.  

Ms. Anderson’s beliefs about teaching and learning were manifest in her 

classroom and teaching practices. She had definite ideas about how to teach reading and 

writing that showed in her daily classroom interactions. This quote from Aristotle on the 

home page of her teacher website summed her up: “We are what we repeatedly do. 

Excellence then is not an act, but a habit” (DOC 15, p. 1). Ms. Anderson was in the habit 

of providing opportunities for reading, writing, and learning in a variety of ways in her 

classroom.  
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Findings for Research Question Two 

Research question two stated: What influences this teacher’s decisions about 

writing instruction? As can be seen above, Ms. Anderson had definite beliefs about 

teaching and learning that showed up in her classroom. In analyzing the data, many other 

things were noted as influencing teaching decisions and instruction in this unique 

classroom embedded in a unique educational system. I first begin by noting personal 

characteristics that describe Ms. Anderson which were observed and noted during 

interviews and observations. Then I note several things Ms. Anderson felt influenced her 

teaching decisions about writing. I then describe other influences that were found at the 

state/district level, at the school level, and through Ms. Anderson’s past experiences as a 

curriculum writer. Other items considered to influence writing instruction in her 

classroom were the influence of technology, testing practices, colleagues, voluntary 

professional development, convenience, time, and beliefs about students. The remainder 

of this section expands on specific influences on decision-making in each of these 

categories using examples found in the data. Each section is supported by a graphic 

representation. However, these graphics do not imply equal influences. Some of these 

influences were small and required minor decisions by the teacher. However, some 

influences were major and required the teacher to make many crucial decisions. Further 

discussion about the differences that made a difference to Ms. Anderson are addressed 

below in the discussion of complexity. 
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Teacher Personal Characteristics 

Unique personal characteristics influence the way a person makes decisions, such 

as work ethic, individual personality traits, unique personal values, and specific personal 

interests. Some specific individual characteristics were noticed in interviews with Ms. 

Anderson. For example, Ms. Anderson was an extremely hard worker. “I’m always up 

here . . . I’m you know always doing school” (INT 5.3, p. 3). Ms. Anderson considered 

herself a good student and someone who tried to meet the requirements of a task. For 

example, she asked me in an interview if I was getting what I needed for the study. “It’s 

the A student in me. Am I doing what you need me to do? Am I going to get an A?” (INT 

5.3, p. 5). Ms. Anderson was also a teacher who liked to plan ahead. The following 

excerpt showed how this challenged her in her teaching. 

When I first learned about workshop teaching like you know you hear about mini-

lessons. Well I wanted to have like 70 mini-lessons planned out for the year, you 

know like I wanted to know what I was doing each day of the week, or you know 

like just different skills . . . I wanted to know the exact sequence I was supposed 

to go through these. . . . I had to learn to be okay with adapting to the information 

that I am getting from my kids, and so as a person who wants to like control 

things and plan things out, the routines that I have, the structures that I have for 

keeping up with this information and keep up with this data and like keeping it 

organized becomes really important so that the routines and the structures are in 

place. (INT 7, p. 20) 



126 
 

Ms. Anderson was also confident in herself. “I think of myself as a pretty confident 

person, but I constantly am questioning, which is not a bad thing, like constantly 

questioning what I’m doing” (INT 6, p. 18). This shows that she was constantly trying to 

improve herself, although she also said she was “feeling pressure to conform . . . but like 

I’m just not willing . . . I’m not going to actually do something that I don’t think is good 

for kids” (INT 6, p. 18). Even though she was sometimes willing to conform and other 

times she was not, she stated “I spend all this wasted energy like worrying . . . what if I 

should do it that way? What if that’s better? . . . What if I’m being too hard? What if I 

should be easier on them? What if I should give them this easier assignment?” (INT 6, p. 

18). Ms. Anderson was conscious of her work and her place in the school, but this was 

not always a comfortable place for her to be. She was willing to compromise sometimes, 

and at other times she was not. Sometimes her work was rewarding. “Okay, I did good” 

(INT 6, p. 19). Other times it was not. “[Y]ou get burned out you know, like I’ve done” 

(INT 6, p. 19). She enjoyed having her English department chair to plan with, although 

this also could be challenging. “I just think she gets frustrated with me sometimes 

because we don’t do enough like what the other, like what the English II teachers do” 

(INT 5.3, p. 4). Ms. Anderson was willing to spend her own money to maintain a 

classroom library and reads Young Adult fiction along with her students. Ms. Anderson 

also noted that she does not like to write, although she does write to model for her 

students (INT 8, p. 15). 
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Some of these personal characteristics seemed to be contradictions, but that was 

what was human about it. Ms. Anderson was an individual person with all of the 

challenges that entails. Figure 8 summarizes Ms. Anderson’s personal characteristics. 

 

Figure 8 Teacher personal characteristics 

Complex Influences – Self-Identified 

In our first interview, I asked Ms. Anderson about her college experiences and 

how those influenced her beliefs about teaching writing. Her undergraduate degree was in 

English and she completed a post baccalaureate program in Education. Her undergraduate 

program focused on literature with some writing required about the literature and about 

literary analysis. The required writing course focused on grammatical correctness with 

some technical writing required. One professor stood out as focusing on writing, 
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particularly structure and logical development of ideas in writing, because of his 

experience with undergraduate students’ lack of writing skills. In her post baccalaureate 

program, most required coursework was about reading strategies and things like that 

rather than on how to teach English.  

In a separate interview Ms. Anderson mentioned her AP English III teacher as 

having an influence on her as a writer. She stated “I was fortunate enough to have 

somebody in high school who really taught me how to write an academic essay” (INT 6, 

p. 5) and helped her understand that literary analysis was about finding patterns in 

literature and being able to articulate those patterns in writing. Ms. Anderson felt like that 

knowledge helped her earn better grades in college and think of herself as a writer. 

There were several other things Ms. Anderson mentioned as having an influence 

on her as a teacher of writing. Early in her teaching career, after her first year of teaching, 

she participated in a NWP summer institute as part of her Master of Education degree 

program that she felt had a great influence on her teaching. She stated  

So the Writing Project believes in teachers teaching teachers so that we have to be 

writers first ourselves to be able to teach writers and that we are going to learn 

best how to teach writing as we are writing in a community of teachers … really 

understanding the difference between … giving a writing assignment and 

allowing kids to learn about the writing process and about the different things … 

that real writers do informing writing even in a school context. (INT 3.1, p. 2) 
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After participating in the NWP summer institute, she continued her relationship with the 

local site as a teacher consultant and maintained relationships with that network of 

colleagues. 

Another thing Ms. Anderson felt influenced her as a teacher of writing was the 

opportunity during her first three years of teaching to work with a population of students 

who were labeled at-risk for some reason or another. Since she came from an AP 

background, and was always a good student, it was a culture shock for her to realize that 

there were kids out there who could not read and that did not know how to write 

complete sentences. In searching for ways to teach those students she asked lots of 

questions about how to teach reading and writing. “I feel like the Writing Project is where 

I found a lot of those answers or just more questions, more things to study” (INT 3.1, p. 

2).  

Another thing that impacted Ms. Anderson’s teaching was the opportunity to 

participate in a research study entitled Culturally Mediated Writing Instruction (CMWI) 

with her Writing Project colleagues (Patterson et al., 2010). In this study the group was 

researching how to create classroom conditions so that all writers, specifically English 

language learners, could be successful in the classroom. They were studying things like 

what scaffolding was needed, what tools were needed, and what different things a teacher 

could do in their instruction to help these English language learners be successful writers. 

“I got to participate as a teacher researcher, so there were a lot of opportunities for 

reflection and thinking about my own practice, and so that definitely had an impact on 
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how I teach writing” (INT 3.1, p. 2). Figure 9 summarizes Ms. Anderson’s self-identified 

influences on her decision-making about writing instruction. 

 

Figure 9 Self-identified influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - State/District Level 

Many influences on teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson could be 

contributed to state/district level conditions. For example, schools in Texas followed the 

state curriculum standards, the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). These 

curriculum standards were typically the basis for district decisions about curriculum as 

they were in this district (INT 1, INT 2). Also, there were specific dates, timeframes, and 

instructions that must be followed for testing based on the TEKS (e.g. STAAR testing) 

that influenced districts in a variety of ways such as calendaring decisions. 

In addition to state curriculum and testing guidelines, local district conditions 

contributed to teacher decision-making. For example, several structures were in place in 

BISD that influenced decisions about classroom instruction. First, this district used a 

modified block system. In this system, each school day consists of two skinny classes, 1
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period and 5
th

 period, of 50-55 minutes each, and every other day periods 2, 3, and 4 were 

block classes of 90 minutes each. Each teacher was traditionally allotted one class period 

for preparation. Ms. Anderson mentioned that this structure was a consideration for her as 

she had 50 extra minutes every other week with her skinny classes than she did with her 

block classes (INT 8, p. 4). 

Other structures were in place for the semester of the study at the district level. 

One structure was the division of the district calendar. Ms. Anderson mentioned several 

times that the first two six weeks grading periods of the school year were actually only 

five weeks each which required adjustments on her part in lesson planning. The third six 

weeks grading period was six weeks. Deadlines for grades and report cards were adjusted 

accordingly and classroom instruction decisions had to accommodate the calendar. 

Another district policy that influenced instruction was the bell schedule. There was a 

different bell schedule for Pep Rally days that shortened classes, and there were many 

days during the year where district or state assessments shortened class periods or 

required adjustments to classroom instruction. Also, the district required two major 

grades per six weeks, so lessons and assignments needed to be timed so grades could be 

gathered within that time frame. In addition, BISD required all sophomores to take the 

PSAT this year, so Ms. Anderson’s English II class was required to take this test. 

Because of an additional directive by Ms. Bennett to encourage students to take this test 

seriously, Ms. Anderson spent class time in English II preparing students for the types of 

questions on this assessment. 
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Many decisions made by Ms. Anderson about her Pre-AP courses were because 

of district requirements. For example, Pre-AP students were given specific summer 

reading assignments the previous spring and instruction at the beginning of the year was 

designed according to district requirements around these texts. The district wanted Pre-

AP requirements to be consistent across all schools in the district. The reading list for 

Pre-AP English I included Ender’s Game by Orson Scott Card that included a required 

summer journal assignment and Heroes, Gods, and Monsters of the Greek Myths by 

Bernard Evslin that included a three word description assignment and other writing 

assignments. Ms. Anderson was required to give a test on Heroes, Gods, and Monsters of 

the Greek Myths on the second day of school. There was also a specific prompt that the 

district required for narrative writing with the Pre-AP summer reading that Ms. Anderson 

used with her classes (INT 4, p. 11-12). 

Other decisions were also influenced by district requirements. For example, there 

was a district curriculum for each grade level, although it was optional. Also, the district 

language arts coordinator began two years ago encouraging the use of Cornell notes for 

research rather than note cards, so Ms. Anderson taught students how to use Cornell notes 

with her Pre-AP historical fiction research project.  

There might be other state and district influences at this school that were not 

mentioned in the interviews for this study, such as improving graduation rates, etc. Figure 

10 summarizes state/district level influences on teacher decision-making that were 

specifically mentioned or implied in the interviews and observations. 
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Figure 10 State/district level influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - School Level 

Other decisions about classroom instruction were influenced by school level 

conditions. For example, as mentioned above, all teachers at MHS were required to allot 

two times per week for individual tutoring of students (INT 3, p. 3). This was a school 

requirement that must be met by each teacher. Also, the district used a modified block 

schedule. Table 7 shows what a modified block schedule looked like for Ms. Anderson. 
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Table 7  

 

Ms. Anderson’s Daily Schedule 

 

Type of 

Class 

A Day 

Sections 

Course Title B Day 

Sections 

Course Title 

Skinny A/B1 Pre-AP English I A/B1 Pre-AP English I 

Block A2 Regular English II 

– ESL 

B2 Teacher Prep 

Block A3 Teacher Prep B3 Regular English 

I - ESL 

Block A4 Pre-AP English I B4 Pre-AP English I 

Skinny A/B5 Pre-AP English I A/B5 Pre-AP English I 

 

For the semester of the study, Ms. Anderson was told by her principal, Ms. Bennett, that 

she would be teaching both Pre-AP English I and a section of Regular English I ESL this 

year. Right before school started Ms. Bennett added a section of Regular English II ESL 

to Ms. Anderson’s schedule. Ms. Anderson had taught English II previously, but that 

course was with struggling readers who were at risk of failing the state assessments and 

did not strictly follow the state English II TEKS. So, this was the first time Ms. Anderson 

taught a traditional English II course and would be considered a part of the English II 

team. Also, in Ms. Anderson’s eyes, this meant she had four preps, one for Regular 

English I, one for Regular English II, one for skinny Pre-AP English I and one for block 

Pre-AP English I (INT 3.1, p. 3). 

One of the challenges Ms. Anderson mentioned with this schedule was that she 

had to teach skinny and block classes of the same course in the same day as well as a 

section of English II every other day which had a completely different curriculum than 

the English I classes. Actually, the Regular English I classes and the Pre-AP English I 
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classes had different curriculum expectations also as the AP curriculum had additional 

requirements on top of the state English I curriculum (see 

http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/courses/index.html for more information). 

As shown in Table 7 above, A days consisted of a skinny Pre-AP English I, a block 

Regular English II (ESL), a prep time, another block but of Pre-AP English I, and then an 

additional skinny Pre-AP English I. B days consisted of a skinny Pre-AP English I class, 

a period where another teacher was using the room, a block Regular English I (ESL) 

class, a block Pre-AP English I class, and a skinny Pre-AP English I class. This schedule 

bounced between different curriculums several times during the day on a daily basis. 

Each type of class had their own unique lesson plan which required Ms. Anderson to 

create and follow four simultaneous lesson plans: Skinny Pre-AP English I, Block 

Regular English I, Block Regular English II, and Block Pre-AP English I. 

Another school-level decision that was made just prior to the start of school was 

that Ms. Anderson was scheduled to teach a class during the time that all the other ninth 

grade teachers were assigned prep time. This common prep time was designated to give 

the ninth grade team time to have a PLC meeting once a week so they could do common 

planning and have time to talk about grade level issues and assessments. Because Ms. 

Anderson was scheduled to teach during this time, she was given a different prep time 

and could not attend these English I grade level PLC meetings.  

Because of the flexibility allowed by the principal this year to teams for PLC 

meetings, the English II team was not assigned a particular time to meet. Although Ms. 

Anderson was a part of the English II team because she taught one English II course, she 

http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/courses/index.html
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stated that the English II team never officially met during the semester of the study. 

Because of challenges on the English II team as far as classroom location in the building 

and the variety and number of classes taught by each teacher, this team had a unique 

dynamic. Because Ms. Anderson had done remediation in previous years, she had an idea 

of the types of instruction that went on in some of the English II teachers’ classrooms. 

Ms. Anderson mentioned that some of the English II teachers would meet together with 

partners occasionally but that one of the teachers was not the type of teacher who shared 

what she was doing. Ms. Anderson felt that there was disconnect on the English II team 

about the way English was taught.  

I don’t think it’s productive to have [students] write this essay that isn’t . . . where 

you’re not showing them how to transfer those skills to the next essay that they 

are going to write, you know. I’m not going to drill and kill putting parentheses 

around prepositional phrases . . . I’m not going to do that. (INT 6, p. 17)  

Ms. Anderson did mention that she occasionally talked with the teacher across the hall 

that taught Regular English II (INT 9, p. 17). Other than that there was very little contact 

between Ms. Anderson and the other English II teachers. 

Ms. Anderson did not officially meet with a regularly scheduled grade level PLC 

for either the English I team or the English II team during the study. She did meet a few 

times when the PLC meeting was held after school in response to a district benchmark 

test. 

Other school scheduling decisions influenced Ms. Anderson. For example, lesson 

planning and classroom decisions were affected by (a) policies for off campus lunch for 
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students with good grades which made her classes smaller on certain days, (b) lack of 

availability of the library which caused Ms. Anderson to cut back on library days for her 

historical fiction research project, and (c) a school initiative called Project Adoption 

which required her A2 class to set aside class time for participation in the project. Other 

challenges at the school level included making accommodations for students who were 

gone for extracurricular activities like sports or theater. There were a few times when 

almost a third of the class was missing, so Ms. Anderson’s lesson plans had to be adapted 

and adjusted accordingly. Also, the school football team was in the state playoffs, so 

there were more pep rally days than would normally be the case during the semester of 

the study. This shortened class periods because of the Pep Rally bell schedule. 

Other teacher decisions were influenced by adaptations to school requirements. 

For example, the school English department purchased a vocabulary program three years 

ago that all the teachers were supposed to be using with their students grades nine 

through twelve. In order to comply with the school requirement, Ms. Anderson used it. 

However, she adapted the purchased vocabulary program by cutting down the 300 words 

that the programs required be taught to freshman to 33 stems with three words per stem 

which ended up being approximately 100 words. She chose these 33 stems based on 

which words were most like SAT words (INT 5.1, p. 1). Even with this reduction, 

vocabulary in isolation was still not something that was a priority for her, but she 

included it in her lesson plans to try to be a part of her school English team. In another 

example, Ms. Anderson’s Department Chair and other team members used To Kill a 

Mockingbird by Harper Lee as a grade level text, so Ms. Anderson accommodated this 
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and used it in the fall with her Pre-AP classes enabling her to plan with her colleague for 

Pre-AP courses. Ms. Anderson indicated that she might use it with her Regular English I 

class in the spring, but she had not decided for sure.  

There were a few examples in the data where Ms. Anderson adapted her lessons 

based on school criteria. For example, the district Pre-AP requirements included reading 

Ender’s Game. Because of this she chose to use Ender’s Game for her Regular English I 

and Regular English II courses because she was already using it with her Pre-AP students 

and it was available for check-out from the school. Another school level influence on Ms. 

Anderson was the use of the ninth grade district curriculum recommended required 

reading, The Odyssey and Romeo and Juliet. Even though she struggled with whether 

these texts were the best fit for her students, her school English I team wanted to read 

them, so she was going to give in and participate with her team’s decision about those 

texts for next semester. Also, some of the other English II teachers used Julius Caesar for 

teaching persuasive writing, so Ms. Anderson was going to use that text for her class 

(INT 6, p. 17), although some of the English II teachers were going to use Animal Farm 

instead (INT 7, p. 18). 

Figure 11 summarizes specific school level influences identified through 

interviews and observations on teacher decision-making in this context. The shaded 

boxes seemed to have more of an influence in this context. 
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Figure 11 School level influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Curriculum Writing 

 For Ms. Anderson, her experiences and associations at this point in her career in 

BISD and MHS influenced her classroom instructional decisions. For example, for the 

last few years Ms. Anderson was chosen to participate on the Curriculum Revision team 

for ninth grade in the district by the language arts coordinator, Ms. Justin. Ms. 

Anderson’s experiences on this curriculum writing team made her intimately familiar 

with the district curriculum units developed by the team as well as the shared 

conversations that went into their development. So, although Ms. Bennett did not directly 
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encourage English teachers in MHS to use the district curriculum, Ms. Anderson used 

parts of the district curriculum to guide her lesson planning, at least for her ninth grade 

classes. She does not mention the district curriculum specifically except for using the 

term units to describe her lesson planning, but in reviewing the curriculum, many of her 

decisions aligned with units in the district curriculum.  

Besides her participation on the district curriculum revision team, Ms. Anderson 

also was invited to participate at MHS in several other opportunities to write curriculum. 

For example, she worked with a team of teachers in a previous year to develop 

curriculum for students who were struggling to pass the state writing test in which she 

helped develop lessons to improve student writing. One specific lesson called LEADS 

(Let us hear, Engage us, Anecdote, Description, Shock us) was used with all her classes 

this year (INT 6, p. 12). She also had developed other curriculum in the past for groups of 

students in her school who need remediation. She was currently working with another 

teacher at MHS to develop curriculum for On Track, the credit retrieval school initiative 

for students to accelerate learning before they fail a class and have to re-take the 

semester.  

Ms. Anderson had also helped develop curriculum for two different summer 

writing camps with the local NWP site. One camp was held at her school for youth 

interested in writing. Another camp was for students who needed help passing the state 

writing assessment for English I and English II, which was held in another district.  

These current and past experiences in writing curriculum for different populations 

and purposes influenced Ms. Anderson’s beliefs about teaching and learning and specific 
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decisions in her classroom. Many pieces of curriculum Ms. Anderson used for her 

classroom instruction were written by her specifically for her use or for her Pre-AP team, 

often as an adaptation from something she had used, read about, or learned about 

previously from a variety of places (e.g. historical fiction project). Figure 12 summarizes 

curriculum writing influences on Ms. Anderson’s decision-making.  

 

Figure 12 Curriculum writing influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Technology 

Technology influenced teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson. The use of 

technology as a tool for teachers and for use in the classroom was encouraged in BISD 

and MHS. Each teacher was required to have a website where a variety of information 

was kept. On Ms. Anderson’s website, she included links to several resources that the 

school or district required. This fact influenced Ms. Anderson’s decisions about 

instruction. For example, the district required the use of MLA formatting for writing 

assignments, so there was a link on the website to resources for MLA. The school had 
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required all writing assignments to be turned in using this resource. This link was on the 

website. Other links on Ms. Anderson’s website include a link to Edmodo 

(www.edmodo.com), links to online versions of textbooks used in her courses, and a link 

to Edublogs (edublogs.org). There were also links to information posted for students’ use, 

such as her syllabus, a presentation about her classroom policies using Prezi (prezi.com), 

handouts and assignments, flipped lessons, and an absent binder for each class. Ms. 

Anderson’s website had 4 different links for absent binders, an A2 English II Absent 

Binder, a B3 English I Absent Binder, a Pre-AP English I Absent Binder (Skinny), and a 

Pre-AP English I Absent Binder (Block). She had to maintain four different sets of lesson 

plans and keep her absent binders for each type of class updated on a daily basis. Ms. 

Anderson’s students also had access to library databases. Because BISD and MHS 

support the use of technology in the English Language Arts classroom, Ms. Anderson 

accommodates this availability and adapts her lesson plans and writing instruction 

accordingly. 

 Not only did the district support technology, Ms. Anderson used technology as a 

resource for herself and as a tool to provide resources to her students. She had a laptop 

computer, a desktop computer, a document camera, and a projector for use in her 

classroom. She also had two desktop computers and a printer in her classroom for use by 

students. She could check out class sets of laptops and had access to several computer 

labs in the school, including one in the library. She used Dropbox (www.dropbox.com) as 

a tool for storing documents. She added documents to a shared Dropbox for her English I 

team that she created. She used Google (www.google.com) to search for information 

http://www.edmodo.com/
http://www.dropbox.com/
http://www.google.com/
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about teaching, and had used several online videos in class, including some from The 

Teaching Channel (https://www.teachingchannel.org) and some from YouTube 

(www.youtube.com). She had also used traditional videos in her classroom instruction. 

She used online news sites as sources of information and in her classroom instruction. 

She posted to her own teacher blog and set up a classroom blog through Edublogs where 

she posted to her classroom blog. She also followed other teacher’s blogs. She used a 

personal iPad on a regular basis. Sometimes she connected her iPad to her classroom 

projector as part of a lesson. On her iPad she used Evernote to keep her lesson plans and 

several apps to keep individual records on her students, like Penultimate and Confer. She 

had used Socrative, a survey app (see www.socrative.com) for the iPad and cell phones 

(INT 4, p. 6), and had used Twitter (INT 9) with her classes. Her iPad was in her hand 

during class on a daily basis.  

Technology had an influence on teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson, 

whether it was the availability of technology in the school or her personal comfort with 

technology. Figure 13 summarizes the influences of technology on teacher decision-

making. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.teachingchannel.org/
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Figure 13 Technology influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - State, District and School Level Testing Practices 
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So they will end up taking tests for AP 3 and AP 4 and on those tests they will do 

literary analysis essays [and] synthesis essays. There’s basically three essays for 

AP 3 and three essays for AP 4, and each essay has some specific aspects to it . . 

.then [the] multiple choice questions for AP tests are different, are at a more 

rigorous level than the questions that you are going to find on an End of Course 

for freshman and sophomores. (INT 3.1, p. 3) 

Ms. Anderson took these factors into account when preparing lessons and writing 

assignments and tests for her Pre-AP students (INT 3.1, p. 3). Also, the AP teachers in 

her school have expectations for what the freshman and sophomore Pre-AP teachers need 

to have students prepared to do before they get to AP 3 and AP 4 classes. An example of 

the influence of future AP testing on instruction that Ms. Anderson mentioned was one of 

her tests for her Pre-AP students was intended to encourage students to internalize some 

specific vocabulary words, such as tone and mood, that would be required on their future 

AP tests. On the AP test students cannot use a list of words, so Ms. Anderson was trying 

to get them ready now for this future requirement (INT 7, p. 13).  

EOC tests. Another type of testing practice that influenced teacher decision-

making was the mandatory state EOC test, the STAAR assessment. This year the state 

requirement for an EOC exam for English III was dropped and there was no state EOC 

exam for English IV. However, the English I and English II tests were still required, and 

all of Ms. Anderson’s students were required to take their designated test in April. 

Emphasis on passing scores on these tests came from the district and school level 

administration. Curriculum from the district was in some ways designed for training 
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students to be able to answer types of questions on the EOC exam as well as the type of 

prompt writing required for each grade level. District benchmarks were given twice a 

semester to assess students using similar types of questions that were expected to be on 

the EOC tests. EOC testing practices challenged the district, the school, and the teacher in 

a variety of ways because of the types of tests and because of the changes in policies this 

year. 

A major factor influencing teacher decision-making around EOC tests was the 

types of questions on the test. Two types of questions on the reading portion of the 

English I and English II tests that required writing were identified as a challenge for 

students in this school, short answer questions and crossover questions. One type of short 

answer question required a written response to one reading selection and the other type 

required a written response to two reading selections that were thematically linked. 

Answers to both types of short answer questions require students to generate a reasonable 

idea and use specific evidence from the text to support their idea (INT 5.1, p. 2). Ms. 

Anderson stated that students “have to be able to make a claim, embed a quote from the 

text, and support it, explain what’s going on there” (INT 5.1, p. 2). Scores in BISD were 

reportedly 20 percent lower than the state average on these types of questions, so Ms. 

Bennett and district level administration put a high priority on helping students be able to 

increase their competency for these questions (FN 10).  

Several changes were made to the EOC testing policies last summer by the State 

of Texas that were being implemented during the study. One change to the state 

assessment policies this year was that the scores for the reading and writing assessments 
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were combined into one score. Last year the reading and writing scores were reported 

separately and a student would re-take either part of the test that they did not pass. The 

state required districts to provide remediation for students who did not pass either test the 

first time. In addition, in the previous year’s requirements there was a gatekeeper score so 

that students could not pass the reading test if in the writing portion of the test the student 

did not score a minimum score on the composition test. There will reportedly be no 

gatekeeping score this year (INT 7, p. 19). At the time of the study, the final state scoring 

requirements for the EOC tests were not available to the teacher, so she really did not 

know any details about how the tests were going to be scored. Information was published 

about scoring for the EOC test in January, three months before students were required to 

take the tests and one month after data collection for this study had finished.  

Another policy change this year regarding EOC testing practices was the type of 

composition writing required for English I and English II. Although the type of test 

remained writing in response to a prompt with multiple choice questions on revising and 

editing, the English I test dropped the previous literary writing as a requirement but 

maintained the expository writing component. The English II test dropped the previous 

expository writing requirement but maintained the persuasive writing component.  

The characteristics of the EOC exam and the changes in policy around the EOC 

test affected teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson and her school in a variety of 

ways. Overall, helping students be prepared to pass these EOC tests was never far from 

Ms. Anderson’s mind or the minds of her English I team and her principal. Ms. Anderson 
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stated “I would be failing them if I didn’t help them feel confident and prepared for that 

assessment” (INT 8, p. 2).  

One particular challenge during the semester of the research study regarding state 

testing policy was that some students in Ms. Anderson’s English II class were being 

required to re-test in December (because they had not passed it previously) with the old 

separate reading and writing STAAR exams based on the old requirements because the 

new requirements for the next test did not go into effect until the spring semester (INT 7, 

p. 18). She also was tutoring some of these students and helped with one of the school 

remediation Saturday sessions required for these students (INT 7, p. 19). This required 

her to keep both sets of requirements in mind at the same time.  

Because of the change in composition writing, Ms. Anderson was re-evaluating 

her curriculum to see if past curriculum was aligned closely enough to prepare students 

for the specific kind of writing required this year. For example, in Ms. Anderson’s Pre-

AP courses, she had a historical fiction research project curriculum unit which she wrote 

and implemented the previous year. This project was written by Ms. Anderson to include 

the types of writing that were required on the previous EOC test, which was literary and 

expository at the time. The unit had a research component where students study a day in 

history and write a fiction story set on that day. Students were required to write a preface 

to their story showing where they got their information for the historical aspects of the 

story. Because of the change to the EOC test this year, Ms. Anderson’s focus on grading 

for this project this year was on the preface to the historical fiction story because that was 

the expository writing piece that was still required on the EOC exam (INT 8, p. 8). “We 
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had re-designed our research project to be a historical fiction narrative because literary 

essay was on the test, and I’m sure that we will reconsider how much time we are going 

to spend with literary writing if the state is only assessing expository” (INT 3.2, p. 2). 

The state curriculum had not changed. The way the state was testing the curriculum had 

changed which was influencing the lesson planning and curriculum writing in this 

classroom for this particular project. 

Some lessons were designed by Ms. Anderson to emphasize the types of writing 

and analysis required for the short answer and crossover questions on the EOC exam, 

although these lessons also fulfilled other requirements of the curriculum. For example, 

one of the new projects Ms. Anderson required from all her classes this year was the 

creation of a concept map. The project had different requirements for each type of class, 

Pre-AP, English I, and English II, but the concept was the same. Students were required 

to come up with ten quotes from the class novel. Students then came up with a theme for 

their quotes and created a concept map with a paragraph of writing for each theme using 

the embedded quotations. Not only were students learning about literary analysis, but the 

type of writing required for this project was exactly the type of writing that was required 

on the short answer question portion of the EOC exam. Consequently, students ended up 

practicing this type of written response many times over the course of the project (INT 6, 

p. 4). Ms. Anderson noted that even if students did not complete all ten quotations, they 

at least practiced with this type of writing (INT 7, p. 7). Literary analysis was also 

included in many of the activities around To Kill a Mockingbird for Pre-AP English I 
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classes (INT 7, p. 15) and around Ender’s Game for all Ms. Anderson’s classes, which 

also prepared students for short answer and crossover questions. 

Specific types of questions on EOC exams were also a concern at the school level. 

For example, specific conversations in one grade level team meeting addressed the issue 

of the schools’ scores on short answer and crossover questions, and discussion ensued 

about how teachers could better prepare students for these types of questions (FN 10). In 

another grade level team meeting, discussion revolved around whether the department 

wanted to buy pre-packaged test questions (with specific types of questions similar to the 

EOC exam) on any of their whole class novels. It was noted that the priority would be for 

ninth and tenth grade because of the EOC tests in those grades (FN 11). When I asked 

Ms. Anderson about this, she stated that these types of higher-level questions were hard 

to write and that it would save teachers a lot of time if they had questions already 

available. She thought it would be helpful “just having a bank of ready-to-go test 

questions in an area where we kind of struggle in making assessments that align to the 

state standards” (INT 8, p. 3). 

Another challenge for the English teachers identified by Ms. Anderson regarding 

the EOC exams was addressing students who needed to be re-taught a concept or re-

tested. For example, in Math if a student did not understand the concepts around 

quadratic equations, other questions could be found to practice quadratic equations. For 

English tests, however, it was difficult to find text passages that addressed the same types 

of questions a student might have missed from a previous test. Often test questions were 

written for a specific passage based on the features in that passage, like use of metaphor 
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or simile, compare and contrast structure, etc. “We have to have passages that have the 

literary terms that are being tested. So, like when you go to pull a new passage, it might 

not have a metaphor, and that’s what the original question was asking about” (INT 8, p. 

3). Finding passages to address remediation of concepts like the ones a student missed in 

a previous test was challenging for English Language Arts concepts. 

Sometimes helping students pass an EOC exam was the purpose for writing a 

particular lesson. For example, one of Ms. Anderson’s regular lessons was called 

LEADS. This lesson was originally written in a previous year for a workshop to help 

struggling students score higher on the old TAKS writing test. In designing this lesson 

with other teachers in the school, Ms. Anderson went over the released TAKS passages 

that received a score of 4, the highest possible score, looking specifically at writing 

samples of student work given this score. This review helped her design lessons 

specifically to help students have the elements in their writing for the state composition 

test that the state rubrics were looking for. Ms. Anderson felt the lesson was appropriate 

for every student, not just struggling students, because the strategies taught in this lesson 

were strategies that strong writers used. She used it as a foundational lesson for writing in 

all her classes even though it was written specifically to help students write to a specific 

testing prompt (INT 6, p. 12). This LEADS lesson was also discussed in one of the ninth 

grade PLC meetings and was shared with the team as an excellent writing lesson to help 

teachers prepare their students for the EOC writing assessment (FN 11). 

Another influence on Ms. Anderson from the state assessments was her use of the 

types of scores that were given on the EOC composition test in previous years. These 
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scores (1 Limited, 2 Basic, 3 Satisfactory, and 4 Accomplished) were used by Ms. 

Anderson as part of her teacher written feedback on many writing assignments over the 

course of the year, although her feedback included this score on the six components of 

writing from the NWP Analytic Writing Continuum (content, structure, stance, sentence 

fluency, diction and conventions) as well as a holistic score. She used this scoring so 

students were familiar with the types of scores on the EOC exam but also had a chance to 

see that there was more than just one component of writing (INT 9, p. 5). This year she 

said she additionally used the specific words (basic, limited, satisfactory, and 

accomplished) and not just the number to help students realize that a score of 2 meant 

basic, and that was not a good score. “It’s not okay to have a 2 . . . that’s where so many 

of them honestly are, and so that’s a hard conversation because you don’t want to hurt 

their confidence, but at the same time you want them to have a realistic understanding . . . 

you don’t want to crush their spirit” (INT 9, p. 5). Because she gave students grades on 

each of the six components, students could have a 4 on one part and a 2 on another part 

so they knew which component they needed to work on improving. 

[B]eing able to give them a score on the different aspects of the writing 

continuum allows me to say, ‘Hey, you’ve got a 4 in this category. Like your 

ideas are amazing’ . . . and really affirm that and then show them the areas in 

which holistically [another part] brings the score down. (INT 9, p. 5) 

Combining these two scoring processes allowed Ms. Anderson to help students prepare 

for the EOC writing exam while also giving her an opportunity to be more specific in 

addressing each individual student’s needs. 
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The state testing requirements also influenced the types of questions included on 

tests in Ms. Anderson’s classroom. Ms. Anderson noted that in her Unit 1 and Unit 2 tests 

for all her classes, she made sure to have similar types of questions that would be on the 

EOC exam. In fact, she wrote her own final exams for each class to make sure this was 

so: Pre-AP English I, Regular English I and Regular English II. She gave two reasons for 

this:  (a) because the principal specifically asked that classroom exams be aligned to the 

EOC exams, and (b) she felt skills-based tests involved higher level questions than a 

traditional knowledge-based test on a specific novel (INT 9, p. 17). “A lot of teachers - 

their tests are more based on the novel. So they do like a novel-based test . . . I feel like 

I’m sometimes a little different in really wanting Unit tests to be more skills-based” (INT 

4, p. 10). She also felt that the score on her exam helped her, as a formative assessment, 

determine what each student knew or needed to know to be ready for the EOC exam in 

the spring and could guide her future instructional decisions (INT 9, p. 17).  

Another influence state testing had on instruction was seen in the choice of 

mentor texts used in lessons. When a specific kind of writing was required on the EOC 

test, teachers tried to find appropriate mentor texts to help teach those concepts. For 

example, all the English I teachers were asked by the team to search for short expository 

text that had specific types of literary features needed to use as examples of expository 

and persuasive writing. When a teacher found an appropriate text, they put it in a shared 

folder on the Internet for the other teachers to be able to use. Often the text was chosen 

because it fit a specific theme or novel that was being used in the classroom (FN 10, FN 

11). For example, Ms. Anderson used a short essay on porches in America as a mentor 
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text for features of expository writing that also tied in with a theme from To Kill A 

Mockingbird that was being read by her Pre-AP classes at the time (INT 5.2, p. 6). Ms. 

Anderson also kept an eye out for short persuasive essays for use with her English II class 

because the writing focus for that class on the EOC exam was persuasive writing. As 

mentioned previously, the English II team did not meet together or share information, so 

Ms. Anderson was working alone on this. In fact, Ms. Anderson pulled some persuasive 

essay examples from the curriculum used by one of her Writing Project colleagues for the 

youth writing camp they both helped teach this past summer that she incorporated into 

her English II lesson plans. “She (the Writing Project colleague) had really looked for 

mentor texts for persuasive that were relevant to the kind of persuasive writing [students] 

are going to do on the STAAR” (INT 9, p. 14). 

Also, as stated previously, district benchmark tests given twice a year were 

designed to mimic the STAAR test at the English I and English II level. Sometimes Ms. 

Anderson planned activities around the district test. For example, on one occasion in her 

Regular English I class she stated:  

I knew that the testing environment of a Bonus Round was something I wanted to 

capitalize on, and so the district did not give them an expository essay to write, 

but I gave them an expository essay to write . . . [I]t was set up where the prompt 

and the lined paper was given to them like a testing situation because I did want a 

formative assessment on where they are at with expository writing. (INT 7, p. 4) 
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These district tests also required class time to be allotted for students to take them and the 

school grade level team met after the test to analyze the data from them to determine if 

the results required any changes in instruction. 

State, district, and school testing practices influenced teacher decision-making in 

a complex variety of ways, from decisions about calendars, to decisions about specific 

instructional strategies, to decisions about curriculum. Figure 14 summarizes the various 

types of testing practices that influenced teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson. The 

shaded boxes seemed to have more of an influence in this context. 

Figure 14 Testing practices influence on teacher decision-making 
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Complex Influences – Colleagues 

 Colleagues had an influence on Ms. Anderson’s teacher decision-making. Some 

colleagues identified were inside of school and some were outside of school. 

Inside of school. Association with other teachers in the school influenced Ms. 

Anderson’s decisions in various ways. Although Ms. Anderson did not meet with the 

English I team at the school during regularly scheduled PLC meetings, there still seemed 

to be some influence with her teammates. For example, English department chair’s 

classroom was right next door to Ms. Anderson, and they planned their Pre-AP lessons 

together. The two never had any scheduled meeting times, but they planned whenever 

they happened to be together, such as at lunch or after school. However, even though they 

planned together, Ms. Anderson did not think their actual instruction was the same 

because they had very different philosophies about how to teach English and also had 

different priorities about what was important (INT 5.3, p. 4). The two seemed to have 

respect for one another and work together based on their common ground.  

Even though Ms. Anderson was not able to attend the grade level PLC meetings, 

during both of my observations of that meeting her name came up several times. In fact, 

during one interview Ms. Anderson mentioned that she was meeting separately with a 

new teacher on the English I team to mentor her. 

I made a conscious decision to reach out to this new teacher because I . . . believe 

in the way that I teach my class. Not that somebody has to do it the way that I do 

it but that it’s really easy when you are a new teacher to take the things that are 

handed to you that are already done, and so sometimes the things that are like 
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packaged and done and ready to go are not the best way to teach English class. 

So, I just tried to let her know up front that if she wanted to have that 

conversation, if she wanted to know . . . how I’m kind of doing things and why 

I’m doing it this way that I would be open. (INT 6, p. 4) 

Some of their conversations were discussed by the new teacher in the English I PLC 

meeting (INT 6, p. 4; FN 10). Also, occasionally during PLC meetings the English 

department chair would bring up things that Ms. Anderson had shared with her or had put 

in the shared English I folder and would direct the other members of the team to seek Ms. 

Anderson out if they had questions. So, even though Ms. Anderson was not physically at 

the meeting, her influence was felt there through the sharing of her work and her 

associations with other team members either personally or through emails (FN 10, 11). 

Ms. Anderson also had some association with the other teachers in the school that 

influenced her decisions. Ms. Anderson knew one of the regular English II teachers 

because they both were a part of the local NWP site. They also knew each other because 

they both helped write some of the school’s remediation curriculum together a few years 

ago. This teacher’s classroom was also across the hall from Ms. Anderson, so there was 

some proximity. On several occasions Ms. Anderson mentioned having conversations 

with the other AP teachers in the building about the expectations they had for students 

who were taking Pre-AP courses. She also worked with the librarians in the school on 

one of her major projects for her Pre-AP courses. As mentioned previously, Ms. 

Anderson had intentionally chosen to mentor the new English I teacher because she 

wanted to share some of her philosophies and hopefully encourage a new collaborative 
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partnership. Ms. Anderson also mentioned talking to other teachers in the school on 

occasion. “I was talking with the history teachers upstairs” and “the science teachers were 

having a conversation and a math teacher had already emailed our department” (INT 5.3, 

p. 3). All of these teachers made comments about how they were noticing that the ninth 

graders were weak in rudimentary grammar. Ms. Anderson said these particular 

conversations influenced where the English teachers spent some time and the structure of 

things in the grade level. Ms. Anderson also mentioned that a new English I Pre-AP 

teacher would be starting the next semester that had worked there before and that she was 

looking forward to collaborating with her.  

Outside of school. Ms. Anderson also mentioned associations with other teachers 

outside of her school as having influence on her decisions about writing instruction. A 

second year teacher at another local high school had observed in Ms. Anderson’s 

classroom during this study because she wanted to learn how to do reading/writing 

workshop, and Ms. Anderson was meeting with this teacher once a month to share ideas 

(INT 7, p. 21). Many of Ms. Anderson’s outside of school colleagues were her associates 

with the local NWP site. There were several teacher consultants with the site that also 

taught high school English that had become close colleagues. Even though they did not 

agree on everything, they had the common beliefs from their Writing Project experiences 

to tie them together.  

We all have different opinions in that debate or that conversation, but we can still 

discuss it, and it’s a very rich conversation, and so to have people that are willing 

to challenge you and not just like let you get away with saying something . . . 
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they’ll come back and they’ll be like but what about this, but what about this, and 

so that’s just [a] really enriching part of that experience is the conversations that 

can happen. (INT 8, p. 9) 

Ms. Anderson mentioned several of these teachers in her interviews as influencing her 

classroom decisions about various things like blogging, formal classroom discussion 

techniques, project-based learning, and issues that she was contemplating such as 

teaching using whole class novels versus choice in reading. The university professor who 

leads this site was also mentioned as a colleague. Many of Ms. Anderson’s shared 

presentations at local and national conferences were with teacher colleagues from this 

group. For example, her most recent presentation at the National Council of Teacher of 

English (NCTE) conference was with four colleagues from this Writing Project site that 

came out of conversations about what was important to the site. There were also several 

other teachers from this group who were librarians and elementary teachers who Ms. 

Anderson considers influential colleagues. Almost all of these colleagues were currently 

teaching in other districts across the region and had similar philosophies about writing 

instruction.  

There was some crossover in Ms. Anderson’s association with in school 

colleagues and outside of school colleagues. Ms. Justin, the district language arts 

coordinator, was part of the local Writing Project site and had also worked with Ms. 

Anderson on the district curriculum committee and with presentations at a state language 

arts conference. As mentioned previously, one of the other English II teachers at MHS 

was part of the local Writing Project site and was part of the English II team. This teacher 
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had also attended conferences with Ms. Anderson, was located across the hall, and had 

worked with her in a variety of ways on school curriculum writing teams. 

As can be seen from this discussion, many of Ms. Anderson’s outside of school 

colleagues that she identified as having an influence on her decision-making were 

associated with her because of her continued participation with the local site of NWP, 

either directly or indirectly. Figure 15 shows in-school colleagues and out of school 

colleagues together. The lightly shaded boxes were inside of school colleagues, the 

medium shaded boxes were out-of-school colleagues, and the dark shaded boxes were 

both inside of school and out-of-school colleagues or cross over boundaries in some way. 
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Figure 15 Colleague influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Voluntary Professional Development 
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2010) at her school, mentioned previously, she was invited to attend the NCTE national 

convention and the NWP annual meeting during her second year of teaching. She stated 

that she had attended NCTE six times over the years, four times as a participant and twice 

as a presenter. She also attended the Assembly on Literature for Adolescents of the 

NCTE one year. She presented at the NCTE annual conference in Boston during this 

research study. She also had attended and facilitated at the annual conference for the 

Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts (TCTELA) a few times over the 

years and attended a conference for the regional chapter of this organization this past 

summer. She had attended and presented at the Texas Association for the Improvement of 

Reading (TAIR) conference many times and had helped on the executive committee for 

this conference on multiple occasions. She had also attended other conferences at local 

universities and attended specialized training sessions on a variety of topics (e.g. training 

on the Analytic Writing Continuum from NWP) (INT 9, pp. 2-3).  

Ms. Anderson mentioned specific people, groups, and ideas she had learned from 

because of her participation in these professional development experiences. For example, 

specific presenters at these conferences (e.g., Gretchen Bernabi, Kylene Beers, Jeff 

Anderson, and Penny Kittle) have influenced her development as a teacher and her 

philosophies about teaching as well as provided her with resources to use in her 

classroom. Gretchen Bernabi is a teacher who has published several books and presents 

workshops at conferences about improving writing instruction (Bernabei, 2005; Bernabei, 

Hover, & Candler, 2009). Kylene Beers and Robert Probst also present at conferences. 

Their latest book is about close reading and improving reading comprehension (Beers & 
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Probst, 2013). Jeff Anderson is an author and presenter whose focus is on improving 

grammar through writing (e.g. Anderson, 2005; Anderson, 2007). Penny Kittle is an 

author and presenter on improving adolescent literacy (Kittle, 2012; Kittle, 2013). 

Association with groups, like the local Writing Project site and the researchers in the 

CMWI research study, has influenced her beliefs about teaching and learning in general 

as well as specifically about writing instruction. Many ideas that became part of her 

philosophies and beliefs about teaching, like the importance of independent reading 

choices and the use of blogs to increase audience for personal writing, have been 

influenced by her participation in conferences outside of school. 

In addition to participating in education conferences, Ms. Anderson often spent 

her summers doing professional development. “I feel like every summer since I’ve 

started I’ve either been taking professional development courses and/or working with 

kids so that I have more hours logged with learning how to work with different learners” 

(INT 3.1, p. 5). Ms. Anderson mentioned a specific opportunity she had to participate in a 

summer literacy institute at the University of New Hampshire with Penny Kittle called 

“The Art of Story”. Again Ms. Anderson was participating in a community of writers like 

in her Writing Project experience, expected to write herself while having a larger 

discussion about the teaching of writing and how to teach writers. She stated “…that 

class really solidified what workshop might mean or look like in my classroom” (INT 

3.1, p. 2). Ms. Anderson felt like progression had been constant in her teaching, “learning 

and tweaking and trying to figure out what fits me best” (INT 3.1, p. 2). Many routines, 

practices and structures she learned in Penny Kittles’ class greatly influenced her current 
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classroom. Another summer activity Ms. Anderson has participated in was teaching 

summer writing camps with the local NWP site. She has taught in a youth camp for the 

past two summers, in addition to writing curriculum for the camps.  

As can be seen, Ms. Anderson was in the habit of attending and presenting at 

local, regional, and national conferences to improve herself as a teacher and to learn 

about practical applications for her classroom instruction. “To me that’s just another 

thing that’s important -- that you continually work on your craft” (INT 3.1, p. 5). In fact, 

this year she felt she increased her participation at conferences by talking with the 

presenters about specific inquiries she had for her own classroom and for herself as a 

teaching professional. For example, in our discussion about her attendance at NCTE in 

November, she stated 

I felt like I went to a lot of sessions that were a really important reminder of 

what’s important in making decisions and choosing how we are going to spend 

our time together in class. I got to actually hear the woman - I’ve mentioned her 

several times - from the Teaching Channel, and so I went and heard her speak. It 

was actually a session for department chairs and literacy coaches and district 

people, so I wasn’t really the target audience, but she just talked about change and 

how we have to have the mindset of allowing people to fail if we really want to 

see success. Afterwards I took the time to have a conversation with her and kind 

of asked her . . . what has been her journey to like where she is now, and she 

mentioned you know really seeing kids as individuals. (INT 8, p. 8)  
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Ms. Anderson also mentioned that she stayed after several other sessions to talk to the 

presenters (e.g., Penny Kittle and a doctoral student who presented from Teachers 

College). When listening to a presentation by Penny Kittle Ms. Anderson stated “she was 

talking about something . . . like letting kids voices be heard and  . . . noticing what they 

are doing and like I just literally was like tearing up because I think it’s so easy to just get 

bogged down by like all the other aspects of it and so just to remember like that that’s the 

purpose was to move each kid, you know, just a little bit closer to our target” (INT 8, p. 

9).  

As can be seen, Ms. Anderson participated regularly in professional development, 

most of which was outside of her own school. She attended, presented, and organized 

conferences on a regular basis, and she wrote curriculum and taught youth and adults 

regularly as part of her continual learning. Figure 16 summarizes voluntary professional 

development influences on teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson. 
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Figure 16 Voluntary professional development influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Convenience 

 Some decisions made by Ms. Anderson were influenced by convenience. Some 

examples of decisions of convenience follow. First, Ms. Anderson was trying to keep 
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back on track. Another example was Ms. Anderson’s knowledge before school started 

that she would be gone for three school days in November attending the NCTE 

conference. Because of this she planned her lessons around that knowledge, such as 

planning to have her Pre-AP students view the movie To Kill A Mockingbird at the end of 

their unit and her English II class to watch the play Julius Caesar while there was a 

substitute. Other examples of decisions influenced by convenience were the need to plan 

for a library day so students could type papers and having her English II class read 

Ender’s Game. “I didn’t find out I was teaching the English II class until right before 

school started, and we didn’t do Ender’s Game with the freshman last year, so I knew 

these sophomores would not have had it as a class novel, and the movie comes out 

November 1” (INT 3.4 p. 1). This decision also had something to do with the availability 

of those books at the school (INT 4, p. 6), although she had to buy many copies with her 

own money in order to have enough for her students. 

Other decisions were influenced by convenience. For example, Ms. Anderson 

used the text “Two Kinds” because it was available in the textbook, and she already had 

comprehension and literary analysis questions available for that text. On another occasion 

the librarian was able to obtain the picture book The Back of the Bus, so Ms. Anderson 

worked a lesson into her schedule that used this book because the subject matter fit the 

theme of the lesson, and the book had examples of particular writing she was highlighting 

at the time. Another example was when Ms. Anderson chose to do a reading reflection 

activity with all of her classes on Halloween because she had an idea about how to 

incorporate this reading activity with a candy eyeball. On another occasion her plan was 
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to begin introductions for her English II class to the characters of Julius Caesar, but she 

chose to substitute an activity from her summer writing camps to give herself more time 

to prepare for teaching Julius Caesar. Figure 17 summarizes decisions of convenience 

that influenced teacher decision-making for Ms. Anderson. 

 

Figure 17 Convenience influences on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Time 
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because our seminar discussion had to go because we just didn’t have time for it” (INT 

3.4, p. 1). This time she did not reschedule the discussion. 

Some decisions were made because of lack of time in her schedule, like choosing 

not to grade some student writing drafts because she did not have the time right then and 

students were going to continue working on those pieces of writing anyway. On another 

occasion Ms. Anderson chose to grade her Pre-AP students’ historical fiction projects, 

taking more time because the weather had cancelled school for several days in a row so 

she had the time to grade them with more depth and feedback than she would have 

otherwise. This extra time allowed her to really look at each student’s historical fiction 

project. She was able to give individual feedback that she could then use as a starting 

place for their next piece of writing.  

Some decisions regarding time were decisions made because Ms. Anderson 

decided something was worth the extra time. For example, it was very time consuming to 

set up classes and individual blogs in Edublogs (www.edublogs.com). However, Ms. 

Anderson stated,  

I want that to be a space that’s kind of a negotiation between this is the kids space 

where they can kind of take ownership of it and publish things that they want to 

publish and yet it being an extension of the types of writing that we are studying 

in class and the objectives we are doing in class or connecting to the literature we 

are doing in class, and so kind of giving them some structured choices. (INT 3.1, 

p. 4)  
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Ms. Anderson decided that the time required to establish this space was worth it because 

of the opportunities this platform would give her students for writing to an audience 

outside of herself. 

Time was always in issue in teaching. In another reference to time and helping 

individual students progress, Ms. Anderson commented that  

“[a]ll of these artifacts, whether it’s a concept map, or an essay, or even the 

multiple choice questions for a test, have all these pieces of information now 

about these students, and it’s overwhelming to find the time to really look at what 

they were missing, what do we need to go back and re-teach or focus on or 

whatnot, and I want that so much. There’re so many things that I want to look at 

and use too, but it’s just a matter of the time. (INT 3.4, p. 1) 

Figure 18 summarizes the influence of time on teacher decision-making for Ms. 

Anderson.  

 

Figure 18 Time influences on teacher decision-making 
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to her, so often decisions were made about instruction that gave her the opportunity to get 

to know her students better. For example, reading conferences during workshop time 

gave her opportunities to discuss individual reading preferences with her students and 

steer them to books they might enjoy (INT 3.1, p. 5). Various types of class assignments 

including writing gave Ms. Anderson the opportunity to get to know students, like the “I 

Am poem” activity at the beginning of the year (INT 4, p. 4), blogs about more personal 

topics like what mattered most to them (INT 3.3, p. 1), writing conferences where she 

had the opportunity to ask questions about a student’s individual writing topics to see 

where they needed to go next, and giving students the opportunity to share their writing 

with each other. 

When I was reading their blogs . . . some of them share such personal things or 

just things that matter to them, that I was reminded . . . if I didn’t give them that 

blogging opportunity, I would never know that about that student, and I’m really 

glad that I know that about that student, you know . . . I feel like [blogging] builds 

those relationships and makes it easier to teach and to have that community. (INT 

5.3, p. 3) 

Even the simple tasks of decorating their writing notebooks (INT 4, p. 4) and filling out 

cards with their reading interests helped Ms. Anderson get to know a little bit more about 

her students (INT 3.1, p. 5).  

Following are some examples that show Ms. Anderson’s beliefs about the 

importance of knowing individual students. When Ms. Anderson attended NCTE she 

purchased a book, The Secret Life of Sonia Rodriguez, for one of her students and stood 
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in line to get it personally signed for her student by the author, Alan Sitomer, because 

Ms. Anderson knew the student had read another book by that author, Homeboyz, and 

had stated it was the longest book she had ever finished reading. A few weeks later Ms. 

Anderson tweeted Alan Sitomer during this students’ class and sent him a picture of her 

student reading the signed book (with the face hidden behind the book) and he tweeted 

her back (INT 9, p. 21). After sharing a personal blog, Ms. Anderson had a student email 

a piece of writing about not knowing her own mother in response to Ms. Anderson’s blog 

shared about her mother.  

And so one girl emailed me her paper and had written about not knowing her 

mom and recently finding out . . . through Facebook she could potentially meet 

her mom but her mom left her and she has pictures from when they were little and 

did it for her good, and that’s what she’s always been told . . . then I was able to 

tell her in class ‘Sometimes a piece of writing is what it is, like this is a beautiful 

personal narrative. It doesn’t need to change. (INT 9, p. 4) 

Ms. Anderson stated that a couple of other students had shared about people they knew 

who had cancer or were going through it and felt like this opportunity in their writing 

community was brought about because she was willing to share her personal piece and 

allow students to share themselves.  

Ms. Anderson had other ways that she showed her beliefs about the importance of 

knowing individual students. For example, she kept records of what her students were 

reading for their independent reading and asked them often if they were enjoying their 

book or had moved on to a new one and often made book recommendations based on 
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what she knew about the student or the genre. For example, one day a student had just 

finished reading Beautiful Chaos, (part of the Beautiful Creatures series by Kami Garcia 

and Margaret Stohl), and Ms. Anderson asked her if she had read The Mortal Instruments 

series (book series by Cassandra Clare) (FN 13). This type of exchange occurred often 

during classroom observations. 

Many classroom decisions were influenced by Ms. Anderson’s desire to build a 

classroom community. One way she chose to build community was to share her own 

writing with her students, which she did on many occasions during the study. On one 

occasion she was frustrated because she felt students were doing assignments at the last 

minute. While she was writing a blog on this topic, a news report came on the television 

about an unexpected emergency landing at the local airport. She ended up incorporating 

this current event into her blog called “The Unexpected” which she shared with her class 

(DOC 6.8, see Appendix M), modeling herself as a writer and as a person who sometimes 

gets frustrated just like they do. Ms. Anderson daily book talked titles she reads that she 

thought might be of interest to her students. Allowing students to have time to read daily 

and encouraging them to read books of interest to them allowed her students to bring 

outside of school interests into class as well as allowing them to abandon a book if it was 

not interesting to them (INT 4, p. 4). Opportunities to write about topics of their choosing 

or their thoughts or feelings about their world allowed Ms. Anderson a window into 

students’ lives. Allowing students to share their writing with writing groups (INT 5, p. 2) 

and discuss daily with their tablemates also helped students to get to know each other. 

Also students were encouraged to read each other’s blogs. Building this classroom 
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community allowed Ms. Anderson to know her students and her students to know each 

other as a community of learners. 

 Other beliefs about students were manifest in Ms. Anderson’s decisions about her 

classroom. For example, she believed that students needed to be treated like adults and 

informed the parents at the beginning of the year that she would not monitor the book 

choices of her students. If the parents wanted to monitor their students’ reading, that 

responsibility was theirs (INT 4, p. 2). Ms. Anderson often referred to her students as 

readers, writers, and scholars showing them that she considered them as such, and 

positioned herself beside them by using the word “we” often (INT 4). For example, when 

talking to a student about what book they were reading independently, she said things 

like “Where are we at?” (FN 13). When I asked her about her use of “we” in the next 

interview she stated  

I don’t think I recognize that I’m doing it probably as much as I do, but it’s 

definitely purposeful in that I see it as like how I’m here to help you reach these 

goals. So, what are the goals that we are going to set and . . . how are we going to 

get there? (INT 4, p. 5) 

Some decisions about the classroom were made to help students develop good habits, like 

building the habits of strong readers and developing skills to help them become more 

independent readers. For example, Ms. Anderson had students keep a Next List (a list of 

the books they would like to read) in the back of their writer’s notebook. “[W]e know 

that good readers have those habits of knowing what they are going to read next, and so I 

think that it’s one way to try and help them build the habits of strong readers” (INT 4, p. 
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4). Allowing time in class for reading books of their choice reinforced student 

independence, even acknowledging that sometimes readers abandon books that do not 

hold their interest. “[W]e keep a list of the books they’ve completed in the front of their 

writers notebook, so they’re going to write down the title, the author, and the number of 

pages and the date that they finished it, or we’re allowed to abandon books, so . . . if 

they’ve read like 50 or more pages in a book, they can count that on their reading list” 

(INT 4, p. 4).  

Ms. Anderson believed that students needed to build stamina for reading. At the 

beginning of the year she allotted ten minutes of reading at the beginning of the class 

period and moved towards 20 minutes of reading later on in the semester (INT 4, p. 8). 

Ms. Anderson also encouraged reading outside of class. For example, during the class 

period just prior to the Thanksgiving break, she promoted reading during the holiday by 

having students choose a book from the classroom library to check out for the break. 

“Find a good book. You might get stuck in the car or talking to a relative that you don’t 

want to talk to!” (FN 20, p. 1). 

Several other beliefs about students influenced Ms. Anderson’s decisions. Ms. 

Anderson believed that students were more engaged in reading and writing if they were 

able to choose topics that interest them, so she tried to incorporate topics that would be 

interesting to their age. For example, in her Regular English II class she asked the 

questions “Should public schools offer single sex education?” and “Is it ever okay to 

break the rules?” as quickwrite prompts to generate ideas from students for their 

persuasive writing (INT 7, p. 16-17). Ms. Anderson also believed that sharing writing 
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was powerful for students and that writing did not always need to be graded or changed 

for school purposes. She allowed time in class for this type of sharing to occur. For 

example, when she made the decision to share her personal blog (see Appendix N – 

Shattering Our Normal) about when she found out that her mother had cancer, she stated  

I opted to share it with them because I thought it was so timely in a sense that we 

are working on expository and we are very much working on it with a STAAR 

focus in mind - like how are you going to have to do this on a test. And so, it’s not 

just tests and SAT and preparing for college, and college essays. Like it’s not just 

that, you know. Writing does enrich our lives, and so I wrote [about] the night that 

I found out because it was a way of dealing with my thoughts and . . . my 

thinking, and so I shared it with them. (INT 9, p. 4) 

Ms. Anderson also believed that teachers need to be careful with grading and 

conversations about writing and that feedback on writing, particularly at the beginning of 

the year, needed to be positive. “I was basically keeping my feedback as something 

positive that I liked about every single students’ draft” (INT 4, p. 11).  

Ms. Anderson also believed that students can judge whether a class activity was 

beneficial to them and took the opportunity to ask them occasionally to choose between 

several activities. For example, the class was reading Ender’s Game and some students 

had not finished reading Chapter 9 on their own. So, “I took a vote. I said, Do you want 

me to read [Chapter 10] aloud?” (INT 5.3, p. 1). She felt the students could choose 

whether they needed independent reading time to catch up or could go back and catch up 

later. On another occasion, students asked Ms. Anderson if they could have more class 



177 
 

time to study for a quiz. The class took a vote and she allowed them that extra time (INT 

9).  

Figure 19 summarizes beliefs about students that influenced teacher decision-

making for Ms. Anderson.  

 

Figure 19 Beliefs about students influence on teacher decision-making 

Complex Influences - Multiple 

Often Ms. Anderson had multiple reasons for making decisions about instruction 

in her classroom. For example, her decision to teach the use of concept maps was because 
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(a) it was a project-based learning activity, (b) it fit with the critical writing initiative of 

the Fundamental 5 promoted by the principal, (c) it was engaging, which fit with the 

school Look 2 Learning initiative, (d) it fit with the curriculum of both grades she was 

teaching, (e) it incorporated higher level thinking which fit with the standards for both 

grades, and (f) it provided opportunities for students to provide textual evidence, a key 

skill needed for the EOC tests in both grades, particularly for the short answer questions 

(INT 3). Figure 20 shows the multiple influences of this decision. 

 

Figure 20 Multiple influences for choosing concept map assignments 

In another example showing multiple reasons for a decision, Ms. Anderson made a 

decision to let her Pre-AP students re-take their To Kill a Mockingbird 1-12 test to (a) 

allow students to do some additional work to learn the material and characters, (b) to 

improve their grade, and (c) to give them practice on skills for short answer questions that 

needed textual evidence for the EOC exam (see Figure 21). 
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Figure 21 Multiple influences for re-take of To Kill a Mockingbird Ch. 12 test 

Multiple reasons for a decision were noted in other decisions made by Ms. 

Anderson. For example, an activity on compound and complex sentences for her Pre-AP 

classes (INT 6, p. 12-13) used multiple choice questions about where to insert a comma, 

similar to potential questions on the EOC test, had students practice this skill with their 

own writing project that they needed to edit themselves anyway, and allowed students to 

practice on analyzing an authors’ use of syntax which was part of an upcoming lesson 

(see Figure 22).  
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Figure 22 Multiple influences for activity on compound and complex sentences 

Another activity Ms. Anderson had students do was highlighting text in their 

historical fiction paper (INT 6, p. 14). This activity also met several criteria. All the facts 

from the story that came from one source were to be highlighted in one color and other 

sources used a different color, etc. This activity (a) emphasized that when an idea was 

taken from another source, that source needs to be given credit, (b) made the story easier 

for the teacher to grade because each story required 20 facts, so the highlighting helped 

her see that the standard was met, and (c) also helped the students see that they were 

meeting the criteria of the assignment. Ms. Anderson’s students then wrote a reflection 

based on the highlighting, basically doing a literary analysis of the tone of their own 

work, a skill they were then going to take into To Kill a Mockingbird in a future lesson 

and eventually be tested on (INT 7, p. 14).  

Ms. Anderson was always looking to make instructional decisions that met the 

variety of requirements she was trying to meet for herself and for her students. She 
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thought ahead to what the students were going to need to be able to do by the end of the 

course and made decisions accordingly (INT 9). 

Complex Influences – Discussion of Crossover and Negotiation 

As can be seen from the findings for this research question, there were many 

things that influenced Ms. Anderson’s decisions across the semester of the study. The 

graphics look nice, neat, and orderly, but many of these influences crossed over each 

other in complex ways. For example, curriculum writing influences were discussed 

separately than state/district influences and school influences, even though some of Ms. 

Anderson’s curriculum writing was done for the district and for the school, and other 

curriculum writing experiences were because of her association with outside of school 

colleagues, and because she participated in voluntary professional development. 

Therefore, although there were four separate discussions and four separate graphics, 

curriculum writing influences applied to all four topics. Technology influenced Ms. 

Anderson’s decisions, but some technology use was because the technology was made 

available to her by the district, some was because she was personally interested in using 

technology for herself and for her work, and some was because she had outside of school 

colleagues that used technology in their teaching which influenced her willingness to use 

it and try it out herself, all separate discussions and graphics. Testing practices influenced 

her decisions, but some influence was because of state policies, some was because of 

personal beliefs about what testing needed to be, and some was because testing helped 

her learn about her students, also separate discussions and graphics. These are just a few 

of the influences that crossed over these descriptive boundaries. 
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Some decisions made by Ms. Anderson were a negotiation between different 

influences and her personal characteristics. For example, Ms. Anderson made some 

decisions because she was willing to compromise on the use of a text or spend time 

mentoring a new teacher to be a part of her grade level team or to be able to plan with the 

English department chair. Other decisions were a negotiation of her beliefs about what 

was best for students versus what other teachers were doing in their classrooms, despite 

the desire to be a part of the team. Sometimes decisions were made to meet the 

requirements from the district or team, even though she did not personally value the task, 

such as with vocabulary instruction, because she felt some need to conform to the English 

department expectation. Other decisions were made in spite of that expectation because 

conforming did not fit her beliefs about teaching or about students. These were just a few 

of the negotiations that Ms. Anderson made across the semester that were reflected in her 

decisions.  

All of these influences are brought together in one graphic in an attempt to 

visually represent the variety of influences on Ms. Anderson’s teacher decision-making 

across the semester of this study (see Figure 23 - a supplemental file labeled Figure 23 is 

available to view this figure in a larger format). 
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Figure 23 Influences on Ms. Anderson’s teacher decision-making  
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Summary of Findings for Research Question Two 

 In answering the research question about what influenced teacher decision-

making about writing instruction in a high-stakes writing assessment context, there were 

a variety of factors that influenced Ms. Anderson. Overall, Ms. Anderson’s beliefs about 

teaching and learning influenced her teaching decisions about writing instruction. Also, 

she had certain personal characteristics that influenced her decisions and identified 

several factors that she felt influenced her decisions about writing instruction. 

State/district level and school level factors influenced her decisions. Opportunities to 

write curriculum for her school, district, and for outside of school curriculum influenced 

her decision about writing instruction. Ms. Anderson’s comfort with technology and the 

technology available at her school also were influential in her decisions. Testing practices 

at all levels of the system, state, district, school, and grade level influenced her decisions 

in complex ways. Ms. Anderson’s association with in-school and out-of-school 

colleagues as well as her voluntary participation in professional development impacted 

her decisions. Sometimes convenience or time influenced her decisions about writing 

instruction. A primary influence on Ms. Anderson’s decisions about instruction was her 

beliefs about students. Oftentimes decisions were a negotiation between multiple 

influences and many influences crossed over each other. 

Complexity Analysis Using Human Systems Dynamics Models 

Describing and explaining complex adaptive systems is challenging. As stated 

earlier, only some characteristics of the system can be described based on the chosen 

perspective. The perspective for this study has been at the level of the teacher - this 
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researcher’s perspective of this particular system based on interviews and classroom 

observations and this teacher’s perspective of her own decisions and what influenced 

them at the time. Also stated previously, there is no way to fully describe a complex 

system because the description itself reduces the complexity of the system and always 

leaves out some aspect of the system (Cilliers, 2005). The findings for the research 

questions in this study, therefore, are an attempt to describe and explain the complex 

influence on Ms. Anderson’s decisions about teaching and learning during the semester 

of this study.  

Human Systems Dynamics (HSD) models are available to help describe and 

explain complex adaptive human systems and can also be used to identify potential for 

change in a system. The HSD models used for the analysis are the Same and Different 

model, the CDE model, and the Decision Map model (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). There 

are many HSD models available to help describe and explain human systems, but these 

three models were chosen for specific reasons. For example, using the Same and 

Different model in analysis of data can assist when looking for patterns in a complex 

system. As stated previously, a pattern is defined as “similarities, differences, and 

connections that have meaning across space and time” (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). Thus 

the Same and Different analysis helps to find patterns. Once a pattern is identified, the 

CDE model is helpful in analyzing what is generating the pattern. The CDE model is a 

more complex analysis and helps in recognizing and naming how things are in a system, 

particularly the underlying relationships that influence the process of emergence in self-

organizing human systems. It is also helpful in generating an explanation of what 
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conditions are at work. The CDE model is scale free (not hierarchical) (Eoyang & 

Holladay, 2013) and can be used at multiple scales in human systems. For this research, it 

is used at the level of the teacher. The Decision Map model is used to provide another 

explanation of how decisions emerge. It is a useful tool to look at a decision or series of 

decisions to analyze the complexity of the influences on those decisions from worldview 

(subjective truth), rules (normative truth), and reality (objective truth). The Decision Map 

makes visible worldview as one of the relevant containers. Thus, a CDE analysis 

provides one picture of how decisions emerge, and a Decision Map analysis provides 

another as a way of triangulating the findings. Traditionally these HSD models are used 

to figure out what to do next in a complex adaptive human system. In this study, they are 

used in a retrospective analysis to speculate about or explain what conditions were at 

work at a particular time and place for a particular decision.  

Referring back to the findings from the research questions, in HSD language these 

findings can be seen as patterns found in the data. For example, in research question one I 

found a variety of patterns, such as: (a) Ms. Anderson used a variety of resources and 

new ways to teach her class, (b) Ms. Anderson promoted choice, audience, and 

discussion in her classroom, and (c) Ms. Anderson modeled herself as the kind of learner 

she wanted her students to be. Other patterns were found for this research question as 

well. For research question two I also found patterns, such as: (a) Ms. Anderson’s 

opportunities to write curriculum for her school, district, and for outside of school 

curriculum influenced her decisions about writing instruction, (b) Ms. Anderson was 

influenced in a variety of ways by testing practices at all levels of the system - state 
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district, school, and grade level, and (c) Ms. Anderson’s instruction was influenced by 

her beliefs about students. Other patterns were found as well. Any of these patterns could 

be examined more closely using HSD models. For this part of the analysis, I chose to 

focus on the pattern about testing influencing Ms. Anderson’s decisions. Many other 

patterns could be examined in the same way. 

Through a review of the data, points in time where Ms. Anderson identified a 

challenge, tension, or constraint were noted. HSD uses the word tension as it is used in 

physical systems (like the tension in a rubber band) (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). Tension 

emerges where there is a difference in the system. Tensions in a system tend to influence 

decisions made in the system. A few of these tensions are highlighted and then three 

examples of decisions made because of these challenges were chosen to analyze using 

HSD methods. These decisions were chosen because the analysis may provide more 

description and explanation of the pattern noted in the data that Ms. Anderson was 

influenced by testing. Each decision was chosen specifically to represent different scales 

- one to represent policy influences, one curriculum influences, and one instructional 

influences. These decision points represent analysis about the why, what, and how of 

decisions (see Figure 24). These points were chosen from hundreds of decisions made by 

Ms. Anderson during the course of this research to represent the complexity of decision-

making in this environment. For each decision point, I do a Same and Different analysis, 

a CDE analysis, and identify three decisions made around this decision point, one 

representing each of the three areas on the Decision Map: worldview, rules, and reality. 
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After this, I discuss a few instances where Ms. Anderson noted that she used the HSD 

Adaptive Action Cycle as a tool for action in her work. 

 

Figure 24 Three scales of decisions 

Tensions in the System 

 When looking at this system through the lens of the teacher, Ms. Anderson, many 

tensions were noted. As Eoyang and Holladay (2013) state, decisions were made in 

response to tensions in a system around a variety of issues. Some examples of the 

tensions and constraints that Ms. Anderson mentioned during the study were noted 

regarding fit. Fit refers to fitness. Tension in a system can be because something in the 

system is not fit to purpose.  

One example of tension in this system highlights fit between Ms. Anderson’s 

personal desire to plan ahead and be organized and her desire to be an adaptive teacher. 

Ms. Anderson sometimes adapted lessons based on what was happening in the classroom, 

responding to students’ needs. When asked about this she responded,  

I do that a lot, which makes it bad because I spend all this time planning, and 

then I spend time like actually having to remember to write down what we 
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actually did and then I have to adjust the plans because I switched what we were 

supposed to do and then just try to read the, you know like if something is not 

going to go over well or whatever. (INT 6, p. 19) 

Ms. Anderson mentioned in one interview that she was trying a new way to keep records 

for herself by using a paper plan book in calendar form and using different colored sticky 

notes for each type of class. “So Pre-AP was teal if it was blocked and purple if it was 

skinny and pink if it was English I and green if it was English II. And so, I was putting 

things on there . . . then if I didn’t get to stuff then I would just move it.” (INT 9, pp. 6-7). 

Her method of keeping records of her plans was evolving. Because Ms. Anderson was 

trying to be an adaptive and responsive teacher, her natural desire to be organized and 

plan ahead was challenged on a regular basis. 

In another example, tension was created by challenges to fit between time, the 

desire to plan with a colleague, and teaching philosophies. Ms. Anderson typically 

planned with her neighbor teacher for her Pre-AP classes whenever there was time 

because they had not been allotted a specific planning time to plan together. One 

opportunity they had to plan together was when they planned the same break time on the 

day the school was giving the PSAT. However, many times they were planning while 

they were standing in the doorway of their rooms. During one interview towards the end 

of the semester Ms. Anderson noted a challenge with planning with her colleague.  

We were doing our planning out here [in the hallway]. I mean, it’s like crazy 

because we were like, alright – To Kill A Mockingbird, historical fiction, blogs, 

we haven’t started vocab, but we are supposed to do vocab . . . any kind of 
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grammar work that we are wanting to do and we’re seeing all of these errors, like 

we are seeing all these things that we need to be going over. Okay, so that’s that, 

but our class is supposed to be literary analysis, so like all the short answer work 

like using textual evidence to embed literary elements like the Big 5 and 

analyzing To Kill A Mockingbird. I mean like all of that is there, so it’s like where 

is that all – how does that go? She comes from . . . I do my calendar - like she said 

today, a comment she made was like ‘I have my plans and you change them all’ 

because I do it by . . . alright, if their historical fiction paper is due this day, and 

then that means I’m going to back up from there, so . . . they are going to have 

writing groups here, they’re going to have a draft, you know . . . She looks at it as 

okay, we’ve given To Kill A Mockingbird, we need to teach diction, imagery, you 

know like all these literary devices and have this discussion, you know to do this 

stuff, and I’m like, okay, but what are they going to do with that because me 

standing up and my talking about this stuff that’s in To Kill A Mockingbird . . . . 

(INT 5.3, p. 4) 

This excerpt showed some major differences in the way these two teachers approach 

teaching in their classrooms. One planned more around literature, and the other planned 

around writing projects. One planned more around literary devices, and the other planned 

more around the writing process. These were very different approaches to teaching Pre-

AP English I. These two teachers managed to plan together in spite of these differences 

and in spite of the fact that they had to get together whenever they could work time into 

their busy schedules to talk to each other, even if it was a discussion in the hallway. Their 
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desire to plan together for their Pre-AP classes seemed to override other constraints like 

time and differences in teaching philosophy. 

 Another identified tension during the study was related to teachers working 

together in school where teaching philosophies of the various teachers fit or do not fit 

with each other. Ms. Anderson felt tension related to working with teachers that did not 

have the same basic philosophies about what was important in educating students as she 

did. She noted in one interview how she felt about this. 

I don’t feel like my work going forward is useful because those teachers are just 

mad because I haven’t taught [students] to put parentheses around prepositional 

phrases. You know like … I do work so much on generating like where are we 

going to get our ideas, how are we going to generate what we are doing, you 

know, how are we going to do this, but when you get into a class and you are told 

you have to have a topic sentence and you have to have two details and you have 

to, you know. . . . (INT 6, p. 23) 

Ms. Anderson mentioned the expectations of other teachers in the school several times 

during her interviews and how she felt her expectations were different than theirs. She 

mentioned in one interview that this was brought up by the students in her classes 

because her students thought her class was harder than the other English teachers’ 

classes, that she made them do more work (INT 9, p. 1). Despite this tension felt by Ms. 

Anderson, she continued to make decisions that fit with her beliefs about teaching and 

learning rather than try to fit in with the other teachers in the school. 
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 Another tension mentioned by Ms. Anderson also related to the school system and 

whether members of the system were making decisions that fit with the requirements of 

the system. Ms. Anderson mentioned several times that Ms. Bennett wanted unit exams 

in classrooms to align with the STAAR exams. Ms. Anderson felt that other teachers on 

the English II grade level team were not following this guideline. She asked a few of 

them for copies of their exams but ended up using very little of their work in her exams. 

In fact, Ms. Anderson ended up writing all of her exams herself with minor contributions 

from other teachers at the school. She felt like her class and tests were more product-

driven. Because of this tension, Ms. Anderson had not felt she could collaborate with 

other members of her grade level team in the creation of common assessments (INT 9, p. 

17).  

Other tensions were noted in the data. For example, Ms. Anderson mentioned that 

specific testing practices in this system challenged her basic philosophies about authentic 

work. “I mean I buy into giving students authentic things to work on drives engagement, 

and yet I struggle with knowing these really nitpicky skills that they are going to be 

assessed on” (INT 4, p. 19). Assessments and meeting curriculum demands challenged 

Ms. Anderson’s decisions about classroom instruction and how they fit with her beliefs. 

I believe in students getting to have choice about what they read and write, and 

yet I have very specific objectives that I need to see from students, and so I also 

believe in the benefit of writing to an audience or having authentic context for 

reading and writing, but in practice it’s not always as authentic as I would like. 

(INT 3.1, p. 2) 
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In another instance Ms. Anderson noted the challenge that time was for her in fitting with 

her beliefs about writing and curriculum.  

I’m struggling to get the things done that I want to get done . . . it becomes easy to 

see how writing gets pushed to just assigning . . . to doing a draft and maybe a 

little bit of editing and then moving on to the next thing, and I’m not okay with 

that being my time. (INT 4, p. 20) 

This challenge with time caused tension for her in how much time she allotted for 

students to write in class to go through the writing process on writing projects. 

 Another tension mentioned by Ms. Anderson highlighted the challenge of 

teachers evolving beliefs about the best way to teach and whether the way that they were 

currently teaching fit this evolving belief. For example, Ms. Anderson mentioned several 

times across the study that she was contemplating the use of whole class novels and how 

effective that was for individual students learning. She was thinking about the use of 

shorter texts with the whole class and allowing students to do more independent reading 

of books of their choice. After explaining her thinking on this during one interview, she 

said, “I don’t know what’s best” (INT 6, p. 18). As of the end of the study, this belief 

about what was best for her students as far as reading was still an inquiry for her. 

Tensions are part of working in a human system like education. Some tensions are 

because of individual dilemmas regarding teaching and learning, and other tensions are 

because of challenges within the larger education system from people, to policies, to 

structures. However, challenges with fit within human systems can provide opportunities 

for change.  



194 
 

Because I have chosen to focus this part of the analysis on the pattern of testing as 

an influence in Ms. Anderson’s decisions, the final tension in the system discussed 

involves testing practices. Following is a discussion using HSD models of three decision 

points that were noted during the study around challenges felt by Ms. Anderson in this 

system that seem to be directly or indirectly related to testing. The policy example is used 

to answer the question of why a particular grading decision was made. The curriculum 

example is used to answer the question of what is the best resource to use with students. 

The instruction example is used to answer the question of how Ms. Anderson 

differentiates instruction with individual students. 

Decision Point One – Policy Influence Example 

The data show that a tension in the educational system in which Ms. Anderson 

worked revolved around changes in testing policy. As a review, the Texas legislature met 

in the summer of 2013 and voted to decrease the number of mandated tests for high 

school students in the state from 15 to five. In the process, the Reading and Writing tests 

were combined into one Reading/Writing test for English I and for English II. Major 

changes were also made by the State of Texas a few years ago when they moved from the 

TAKS test to the STAAR test. Looking at this education system as a self-organizing 

complex adaptive system, the expectation is that the changes made last summer caused 

self-organization to happen in the system at different levels and new patterns emerged. 

For Decision Point One, I focus on decisions that seem to reflect the changes made to 

these tests, specifically for the writing portion of the English I STAAR test, although 

other STAAR tests may be mentioned if applicable.  
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Same and Different analysis. A Same and Different analysis was done to 

identify possible patterns surrounding the changes in testing policy regarding writing 

assessment. Table 8 describes what was same and different in this system around the 

English I EOC Writing Test at the time of the study compared to the previous year. 

Because changes in testing policy seemed to be influencing decisions, this was a pattern 

worth analyzing.  

Table 8 

 

Same and Different Analysis for English I STAAR Writing Test from 2012/2013 to 

2013/2014 

 

Same Different 

 One part of Writing test is writing 

in response to a prompt – format is 

the same 

 Student response to prompt is 

handwritten on lined paper provided 

by the state that has 26 lines 

available 

 Prompt scoring rubric used to 

score responses: Possible scores 

are 1 – Limited, 2 – Basic, 3 – 

Satisfactory, 4 - Accomplished 

 A second part of the writing test is 

on revising and editing using 

multiple choice questions 

 Test is mandatory – taken in April – 

all students must pass the STAAR 

or must re-take it based on a cut 

score 

 Test scores are reported 

individually and collectively to the 

school and scores go on students 

permanent records 

 Decisions are made at the school 

level based partially on the scores 

 Last year Reading and Writing 

were scored separately and 

reported separately with a total 

score for both - Writing test and 

Reading test scores combined 

into one score this year 

 Last year gatekeeper score – if 

student did not pass the writing 

portion they could not pass the 

overall test - No gatekeeper score 

for students who do not pass the 

writing portion of the test this 

year because the scores are 

combined 

 Last year if student did not pass 

one part of the test (Reading or 

Writing), they had to re-take only 

that part 

 This year test taken in 1 day 

instead of 2 

 Last year Reading test was 4 

hours and Writing test was 4 

hours – this year both tests are 

together and students are allotted 

(continued) 
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from this test 

 The district does a benchmark test 

up to twice a year similar to this test 

 Writing test will have multiple 

choice questions on reading and 

revising and editing 

 Reading test will have open 

response questions on reading 

(short answer and crossover 

questions) that require written 

responses in an allotted space on the 

paper 

 Specific request from school 

principal to have classroom unit 

tests written similar to STAAR tests 

 The school is labeled by the state 

based partially on the scores from 

this test using an Accountability 

Rating System - Exemplary, 

Recognized, Academically 

Acceptable, Academically 

Unacceptable 

 Released STAAR tests are available 

online for districts and teachers 

based on 2012/2013 guidelines 

5 total hours 

 Prompt response requirement 

reduced from 2 to 1 – narrative 

response dropped – expository 

response remains 

 Reduced number of multiple 

choice questions for reading and 

revising and editing 

 First time English I students will 

have taken the STAAR test 

format in 7
th

 grade – previous 

year students had taken the TAKS 

in 7
th

 grade 

 Final scoring information not 

available to districts and teachers 

at the beginning of the year 

because information does not 

come out until January 2014 

 Released STAAR tests are 

available online for districts and 

teachers based on 2012/2013 

guidelines but those guidelines 

changed for this year so these 

released tests are only partially 

relevant/useful because of the 

summer changes – scoring 

decisions unknown at the time of 

this study 

 

Focusing on the differences in this analysis, the difference that seemed to be the most 

relevant for Ms. Anderson seemed to be the fact that the writing test this year was 

focusing on expository writing rather than narrative writing. Many of the other 

differences identified in this analysis did not affect instruction or they did not provide 

enough information to Ms. Anderson during the study for them to influence her decisions 

at the time. One thing that was the same as last year seemed to influence decisions made 

by Ms. Anderson, particularly the type of score given on state assessments. 
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CDE analysis. Thinking of the patterns in the Same and Different analysis in 

Table 8, I then did a CDE analysis on this topic of testing from the teacher level. Scale is 

important to note because a CDE analysis could be done on this topic at multiple scales, 

from the perspective of the principal, from the perspective of the students, from the 

perspective of the language arts coordinator, etc. and the information from the analysis 

would be different based on the scale. The CDE analysis helped identify the underlying 

conditions for self-organizing in this system. For this CDE analysis, three containers were 

chosen that seemed to be relevant to the pattern of testing policy influencing teacher 

decisions. Table 9 shows this analysis from the teacher perspective analyzing conditions 

for particular decisions about grading regarding her Historical Fiction Unit for her Pre-

AP classes. Some of the decisions Ms. Anderson made seemed to be in response to 

existing testing requirements and some in response to changes in the testing requirements 

for English I from the state.  
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Table 9 

 

CDE Analysis of Historical Fiction Project for Pre-AP English I 

 

Containers Differences Exchanges 

1) English department 

chair plans together 

with Ms. Anderson for 

Pre-AP classes 

 

 Consistency in planning 

calendar and resources for 

the project 

 Coherence about grading 

decisions for Pre-AP 

 English department chair 

only teaches Pre-AP - Ms. 

Anderson teaches Regular 

classes also 

 Collaborate in 

the hall and after 

school 

 Coordinate 

calendar for this 

project and use 

of school 

resources 

 Share ideas and 

resources for all 

curriculum units 

for Pre-AP 

2) Nature of writing 

assignments 

 

 Engage in lengthy writing 

projects from idea to 

publication 

 Incorporate different types 

of writing (For this project 

there are 3 types: 

expository, narrative, 

reflection) 

 Incorporate district 

requirements (such as 

using Cornell Notes for 

research projects) 

 District 

curriculum units 

 State and AP 

curriculum 

requirements 

 NWP 

associations 

3) Grading Criteria  Rigorous requirements 

 Consistency with state 

standards and assessment 

requirements 

 Provide formative 

feedback for future 

learning 

 State writing 

assessments 

scoring rubric 

 Analytic Writing 

Continuum from 

NWP 

 NWP 

associations 
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I chose to identify three containers (C) for this analysis. Because Ms. Anderson 

planned with one other teacher about her Pre-AP English I classes, this was one of the 

containers. This container identified agents of the CAS that were bound together by 

planning practices. The second container was the nature of writing assignments. Ms. 

Anderson had some definite beliefs and ideas about what writing assignments should 

entail. The third container in this analysis was grading criteria. Ms. Anderson also had 

specific ideas about the purposes of grading writing. Containers represent any conditions 

or ideas that bind agents of the CAS so that interactions may create new patterns. For 

these three containers, I identified three differences (D) and exchanges (E) that seemed 

relevant to this situation. Differences are anything that may influence change in the 

system. Exchanges are any connections that pass “information, resources, or energy 

between or among parts of the CAS” (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013, p. 29). Thus, this CDE 

analysis took into account the similarities, differences, and exchanges around decisions 

about how to grade the historical fiction projects produced by students in this teacher’s 

Pre-AP classes. 

Data for this CDE analysis were gathered from multiple data sources, including 

teacher interviews with Ms. Anderson. During our sixth interview, Ms. Anderson 

mentioned that in her decisions about how to grade the three pieces of writing produced 

from the historical fiction project, she decided to give more emphasis to the preface and 

spend more time on giving feedback on this portion of the project. She was talking about 

her class schedule at the time and said she was making decisions about what she wanted 
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her Pre-AP classes to be doing in the next few weeks, mentioning that she was going to 

have her Pre-AP classes watch the movie To Kill a Mockingbird during class. 

. . . and that’s allowing me to grade their historical fiction projects that they turned 

in because I’m trying to go through those quickly, but they take about 10 minutes 

a research folder, and there’s like over a160 of them, so if you just take that times 

10 . . . it’s like over 27 hours of grading. So, I’m trying to get some of that work 

done while they are watching the movie [To Kill a Mockingbird]. (INT 8, p. 8) 

I then mentioned how much grading that was and how much time it takes, and she 

replied, 

I did a lot of thinking, like at the end . . . actually, I did some discussion with 

(teacher colleague from NWP) coming back from NCTE about grading this 

project and kind of like figuring out how I wanted to do it. Last year the grading 

focus was more on the story because that was a tested genre, but this year with the 

story aspect not being a tested genre and doing it earlier in the year . . . [M]oving 

forward we are going to be working on expository, so if I’m going to have to 

spend multiple minutes per kid, and you know this is going to be a huge grading 

ordeal for me, I want it to provide something that is going to be useful moving 

forward . . . so I created a Penultimate background using that idea of content, 

structure, stance, syntax, diction, conventions, and I’m focusing some of my 

thoughts kind of on their preface more so than I did last year because the preface 

is expository, and we are about ready to work on expository and basically just 

telling them something that I liked about their story. So, they get a score limited, 
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basic, satisfactory, accomplished for their preface and limited, basic, satisfactory, 

accomplished for their story, but then I’m checking for . . . their citations, . . . how 

they embedded a quote, how they embedded their research, how they transitioned 

their paragraphs in their preface, and then . . . I’m really looking at sentence 

structure, like are they using commas correctly in compound and complex 

sentences . . . [S]o those are kind of my things I’m trying to hit because then when 

I give them that feedback they’re going to have, I’m also going to have that 

electronically in front of me so when I go to conference with them about 

expository I kind of have a sense of one thing that I can try to help them with. 

(INT 8, p. 8) 

In a CDE analysis, the differences can show a pattern as it emerges, but 

differences can also show potential for change in the system. The differences that made a 

difference for grading of this assignment were differences that allowed Ms. Anderson to 

give more focused feedback for this writing assignment (using the Analytic Writing 

Continuum and state scoring rubric language combined) on the part of the writing 

assignment that was being tested (the preface because it was expository writing) as well 

as the way she had chosen to use technology to save feedback on her students’ writing so 

that she could refer to it when giving feedback on the next piece of writing. This 

recordkeeping ensured that the time spent grading was purposeful and foundational to 

future work. Even though Ms. Anderson was planning with her English department chair 

colleague and they both taught this unit, there were differences in the way Ms. Anderson 

taught and in the decisions that she made about her students work that made her 



202 
 

classroom very different from her colleagues’ classroom. For example, Ms. Anderson 

stated, 

We basically do the same thing, but I usually am like a step ahead because I want 

stuff in, so like I can usually fit in more quickwrites. I can usually fit in more time 

to conference, more time to . . . I feel like I have some more workshop elements, 

so while our kids have the same writing assignment, that might look a little 

different. (INT 5.3, p. 5) 

 Part of the usefulness of a CDE analysis was that understanding the containers, 

differences, and exchanges of this situation allows decision-makers to contemplate 

changes in any of the containers, differences, or exchanges which would then in turn shift 

the system around that change. The shift would not be predictable, but a shift would 

happen and then the situation could be analyzed again to see if another change might 

bring about a desired shift. This is an ongoing process called Adaptive Action (Eoyang & 

Holladay, 2013). For example, if Ms. Anderson and the English department chair actually 

had a specified meeting time weekly, work around the historical fiction project may have 

shifted in a variety of ways. If Ms. Anderson’s teaching schedule had allowed her to 

attend the Grade Level Team Meetings with the English department chair on a weekly 

basis that may have affected decisions regarding this project. These are examples of a 

shift in Exchanges that would have set conditions for shifts in the system, even though 

those shifts would have been unpredictable. There are many other actions that could 

cause shifts in this situation. 
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Decision Map analysis. Several decisions made by Ms. Anderson about the 

historical fiction project reflected the change in testing policies from the previous 

summer, the pattern we are exploring. The influence of worldview, rules, and reality, 

varied in these decisions. Ms. Anderson’s decision to focus her grading on the preface of 

the historical fiction project reflected a decision based on rules, in this case formal rules 

and regulations that were explicit in the moment this decision was being made. The focus 

changed on the STAAR test to expository writing, so the focus for grading in this project 

changed to reflect that rule change. Another decision made around the change in testing 

policies from the state reflected Ms. Anderson’s worldview, her belief about the purpose 

of writing instruction and the purpose of feedback in improving student’s future writing. 

For example, because the next piece of writing students would be working on was 

expository writing, Ms. Anderson decided to spend more time and focus on giving 

feedback to the preface than to the other sections of writing produced for the Historical 

Fiction unit. She stated 

[If] I hate grading, and I don’t want to do it, but I have to, then how can I make 

that useful for our time together, and so I feel like by spending the time up front 

thinking about what I really want to get out of it, I’m trying to be pretty 

intentional about that 27 hours or whatever it’s going to end up being. (INT 8, p. 

8) 

A decision made around this change that reflected reality, or what was observed, was the 

fact that there were several ice days in a row, and students were out of school at the time 

the project was being graded. Ms. Anderson decided to spend that extra available time 
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grading the preface for this project. All of these decisions emerged in this self-organizing 

system in part because of the change last summer to state testing policy and reflected a 

complex integration of worldview, rules, and reality.  

These analyses also show other patterns. First, Ms. Anderson and the English 

department chair tried to be coherent and consistent in planning for their Pre-AP classes 

by collaborating together. Collaboration was important. Second, Ms. Anderson had 

specific ideas about the nature of writing assignments, which she incorporated into her 

classroom instruction with input from the state and AP curriculum and associations with 

NWP. Writing assignments needed to meet the needs of students. Third, Ms. Anderson 

had specific grading criteria designed to improve student learning that included state 

assessment criteria along with other input from her associations with NWP. It was 

important to know what students were learning. 

Although the change in testing policy was not the only influence on her grading 

decisions, these analyses show that the change in testing policy, and other assessment 

policies that continued to be in place, were significant factors in these decisions. These 

analyses also show specific instances that helped explain more clearly the pattern that 

Ms. Anderson’s instructional decisions were influenced by shifts in the state assessment 

policies, among other things. 

Decision Point Two – Curriculum Influence Example 

The next Decision Point that I analyzed using HSD models had to do with 

curriculum. This teacher decision revolved around the type of lessons that would benefit 

students most for particular requirements from the curriculum - analyzing themes in 
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literature, providing textual evidence, and embedding quotes. This decision was 

indirectly related to EOC testing because one of the factors included in this decision 

related to particular types of questions on the EOC test that required a written answer, 

short answer and crossover questions. Also, particularly for Pre-AP, a consideration of 

the type of AP writing those students would be required to do in the future factored into 

this decision.  

Same and Different analysis. A Same and Different analysis was used to 

identify possible patterns surrounding state testing on writing, specifically related to 

curriculum decisions. The Same and Different analysis is shown in Table 10 using Table 

6 from earlier in the chapter, the sample of resources used by Ms. Anderson during this 

study. 

Table 10 

Same and Different Analysis – Teacher Resources From Previous Years 

Same Different 

 Lesson - Ba-da-bing lesson 

adaptation 

 Lesson – Kernel Essay lesson 

adaptation 

 Lessons from Crunch Time by 

Bernabei 

 Networking activity from book by 

Harvey Daniels 

 Grammar ideas from Don and 

Jenny Killgallon 

 Ideas from Grammar Plan Book 

by Constance Weaver 

 Teaching method ideas from 

grammar books by Jeff Anderson 

 Teaching ideas from book by 

 Signpost Lessons (Beers & Probst, 

2013) - all 

 “Thank You Ma’am” by Langston 

Hughes as mentor text for signpost 

lesson 

 Book talk with practice questions 

– Tuesdays With Morrie 

 Blog referenced at conference by 

Kylene Beers 

 Lesson using student’s writing – 

teacher written persuasive letter to 

principal 

 Lesson using previous student 

blog as mentor text 

 Lesson using children’s literature 

(continued) 
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Penny Kittle 

 Lesson using essay called “Indian 

Education” from Penny Kittle’s 

class 

 Series of lessons using essays on 

9-11 from Penny Kittle’s class 

 Lessons from historical fiction 

project 

 Lesson using PowerPoint – 

Historical Fiction – finding sources 

 Chew on This Expository Unit 

 Lesson using article on porches in 

America 

 Lesson using co-created graphic 

from last year 

 Parts of Speech lesson from 

previous year 

 LEADS – writing strong 

introductions lesson 

 Apostrophe Test – review 

 Lessons using the Big 5 Literary 

Terms 

 Encyclopedia of a Workshop 

classroom – essay written by Ms. 

Anderson 

– Back of the Bus 

 Lesson incorporating Twitter 

 Lesson using YouTube – Julius 

Caesar 

 Lesson using PowerPoint 

introduction to expository writing 

 Lesson using video from Teaching 

Channel 

 Specific lesson from The Teaching 

Channel – Analysis of Ad 

 Specific Lesson from The 

Teaching Channel – Thesis 

Statement 

 Specific Lesson from The 

Teaching Channel - Literary 

Analysis Lesson 

 Specific Lesson from The 

Teaching Channel – Pattern 

Holder Lesson 

 Specific Lesson from The 

Teaching Channel – Concept 

Maps Lesson 

 Lesson ideas from reading blogs 

and comments in general 

 Lesson idea from reading blogs on 

creativity – ideas for concept maps 

lessons 

 Lesson using personal/teacher blog 

– use as mentor text 

 Lesson using mentor text – 

Gaming 

 Lesson using Vietnam essay as 

persuasive mentor text 

 Lesson using writing models from 

curriculum from another district – 

from English department chair 

 Lesson using essay on Of Mice 

and Men from other English II 

teacher 
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Using this analysis as a first step to identify patterns emerging from complexity, I 

looked at the right side of the table. One thing this Same and Different analysis showed 

was that Ms. Anderson used many new resources this year that she had not used before 

which showed a pattern of continual learning. In thinking about the pattern of how testing 

may influence a curriculum decision, I identified several new resources used that may 

have been influenced by this pattern and chose to look further at Ms. Anderson’s decision 

to use concept maps. 

CDE analysis. In previous years, Ms. Anderson required students to write an 

essay after analyzing the theme in a novel using textual evidence to support their thesis, a 

requirement of the curriculum (INT 3.2, p. 1). This year she chose to have students create 

concepts maps instead. Again I chose three containers. Two of the containers were the 

same as for the previous CDE Analysis, the English department chair and Ms. Anderson 

plan together for Pre-AP English I, and the nature of writing assignments. Although Ms. 

Anderson used concept maps for all of her classes, the fact that she had the English 

department chair to work with on this curriculum piece was an important factor. The third 

container was curriculum criteria as Ms. Anderson had definite ideas about how 

curriculum fits into her decisions for her classroom. Again, for each container I identified 

three differences and three exchanges that applied to this decision. Following is the CDE 

analysis of this decision (Table 11). 
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Table 11 

CDE Analysis for Concept Maps Lessons 

Containers Differences Exchanges 

1) English department 

chair plans together 

with Ms. Anderson 

for Pre-AP classes 

 

 Consistency in planning 

calendar for Pre-AP 

 Coherence with 

curriculum for all Pre-

AP English I students 

(not used by any other 

teachers in the school) 

 Coordinate use of lesson 

plans for various 

concept map activities – 

grammar and Ender’s 

Game 

 Collaborate in the 

hall and after school 

 Share ideas and 

resources for all 

curriculum units for 

Pre-AP 

 Share ideas for other 

English courses 

taught by Ms. 

Anderson 

2) Nature of writing 

assignments 

 

 Engage in lengthy 

writing projects from 

idea to publication 

 Incorporate different 

types of writing – 

literary analysis with 

embedded quotations 

 Incorporate school 

initiatives – critical 

writing and project-

based learning  

 State and AP 

curriculum 

requirements 

 Outside of school -

professional 

development, 

professional books, 

NWP colleagues 

 Internet through The 

Teaching Channel, 

blogs, etc. 

3) Curriculum criteria  Provide foundational 

thinking for future 

learning (literary 

analysis and analyzing 

themes) 

 Fits multiple rigorous 

requirements – learning 

by doing 

 Consistency with state 

standards and 

assessment requirements 

(particularly to provide 

textual evidence and 

writing similar to short 

answer and crossover 

questions on STAAR) 

 State curriculum 

requirements 

 State reading writing 

assessments 

 Voluntary 

professional 

development  
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Following is an example of Ms. Anderson’s thinking about her decision to use 

concept maps this year. I asked her where the series of concept map lessons came from 

and if these lessons were something that everyone was doing. She replied that she and her 

neighbor Pre-AP teacher (the English department chair) were doing them and described 

her thought processes about this decision. 

[I]t came from a combination of things but it was the idea of a Teaching Channel . 

. . Sarah [Brown] Wessling . . . she has two different videos. One of them is 

laying the foundation and she’s talking about literary analysis and then the other 

one is pattern holders . . . then I read a blog . . . from the comments of that 

teaching channel video. I read a blog of a teacher who is talking about a concept 

map . . . that was his culminating project that matched with this work that she was 

showing in the videos, and then there’s another blogger who I think his is called 

something like creative . . . something about bringing creativity back into the 

English classroom. I had come across that before but then actually Kylene Beers 

referenced him because he took her signposts stuff and was showing how he had 

his kids use the signposts, and they do concept maps all the time in his room. 

They were just kind of infusing that into their concept map stuff, and so all of that 

thinking basically helped me decide how I wanted my kids to show me that they 

could analyze a theme in a novel using the signposts and using textual evidence. 

(INT 4, p. 13) 

This CDE analysis showed that there were several reasons why Ms. Anderson 

chose to use concepts maps with her students. For one, she was searching for new 
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resources. When she came upon these lessons in her search, there were enough 

similarities in the lessons with the curriculum for all of her classes and with the 

requirements for the STAAR tests at the end of the semester that choosing to incorporate 

concept maps in her curriculum for all of her classes was an effective teacher decision. 

The fact that Ms. Anderson still had the English department chair available to collaborate 

with her on these concept map lessons (they were also incorporating signposts close 

reading lessons together) made it possible for her to also include concept maps into her 

Regular English I and Regular English II classes even though there were no other 

teachers of those classes using these lessons. Another difference that made a difference 

for this decision was that the concept map project required higher level thinking from all 

of her students in all of her classes than what she had done in previous years, filling a 

need in her curriculum while also fitting in with the school initiative on critical writing. 

The CDE analysis supported the pattern that Ms. Anderson valued collaboration 

with her colleague on curriculum decisions that affected her Pre-AP classes and her 

Regular classes both by sharing ideas and resources in various ways. This analysis also 

supported the pattern that writing needed to fit the needs of students, that writing 

assignments needed to involve the writing process and have purpose, that writing 

assignments must also consider curriculum requirements, and that resources were 

available from a variety of places to support this idea. Another pattern shown in this 

analysis was that curriculum criteria should have multiple purposes, needed to fit state 

curriculum and assessment requirements, and resources could be found from outside of 



211 
 

school sources. Curriculum should provide foundational learning for students. Many of 

these patterns support findings from the research questions. 

Decision Map analysis. – Ms. Anderson’s decision to use concept maps also 

included many other decisions along the way. One decision that emphasized her 

worldview (community building and gradual release of responsibility) was her decision 

to display the best concept maps about Ender’s Game created by some of her Pre-AP 

students on the whiteboard in her room so that students in her Regular classes (that would 

be producing concept maps later in the semester) could see them as models. Another 

decision that was based on rules was the requirement for students to be graded on their 

concept map using a series of criteria, just like they would have been graded on an essay 

the year before, because of grading requirements from the school/district. Finally, a 

decision that was primarily based on reality was Ms. Anderson’s decision to conference 

with all students as they progressed on their concept map to encourage them to complete 

the project, even knowing there would be some students who would not finish. Decisions 

were made based on a complex interaction between worldview, rules, and reality. These 

are examples of decisions that may have all three factors contributing to the decisions, 

but one of the factors tipped the scales for the final decision. 

Ms. Anderson’s decision to use concept maps this year showed how an idea 

emerged out of her self-organizing process in response to many factors, curriculum 

requirements, school initiatives, and EOC testing requirements, to name a few. This 

specific instance also helped to see the pattern more clearly that Ms. Anderson’s 
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instructional decisions were significantly influenced by state curriculum and state testing 

requirements, among many other things. 

Decision Point Three – Instruction Influence Example 

A significant finding in the analysis of this data reflected a change in the way Ms. 

Anderson kept track of feedback on her students writing, which in turn affected the 

writing instruction she gave them on a regular basis. This decision was indirectly related 

to the pattern of testing influencing decisions as individual student recordkeeping had the 

potential to help Ms. Anderson identify what individual students needed to be better 

prepared for EOC writing tests. Other factors also contributed to this decision. 

Same and Different analysis. Table 12 describes what was same and different 

from last year to this year in the way Ms. Anderson kept records on her students reading 

and writing, particularly of her feedback to students about their writing. 

Table 12  

Same and Different Analysis on Student Recordkeeping About Individual Writing 

Same Different 

 Keeps grades on district website 

 Keeps individual student folders in 

a file cabinet in the back of the 

room 

 Keeps track of independent reading 

– on paper on a clipboard that gets 

passed around the room 

 Provides individual feedback to 

students through conferencing on a 

regular basis 

 Keeps records of writing 

conferences  

 Confer app for iPad for reading 

conferences – can be organized by 

date 

 Keeps lesson plans on Evernote – 

Absent Binder for students who 

are absent so they know what they 

missed and can make up their 

work 

 Last year used paper for keeping 

records of writing conferences – 

this year used Penultimate and 

Evernote 
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CDE analysis. The Same and Different analysis showed that Ms. Anderson was 

moving towards the use of technology in several ways, particularly in her recordkeeping 

about writing conferences. I chose to do the CDE analysis on the decision Ms. Anderson 

made to change the way she was keeping records on student writing from last year to this 

year, particularly her use of Penultimate and Evernote (see Table 13). The first container 

was the idea that Ms. Anderson’s records needed to inform her decision-making. The 

second container was the idea that Ms. Anderson needed to have a relationship with her 

students. For these two containers, I identified three differences and exchanges noted in 

the data that seemed to be relevant. 

Table 13 

CDE Analysis of Recordkeeping This Year Using Penultimate and Evernote 

Containers Differences Exchanges 

1) Inform her own 

decision-making 

 

 Provides records of 

individual students work 

for each interaction and 

assignment – including 

grades and rubrics 

 Digital records provide 

details (as long as Ms. 

Anderson puts them in 

there – written with finger 

on the screen of an ipad) - 

available immediately 

from anywhere with 

internet access - 

information at Ms. 

Anderson’s fingertips  

 More options for sorting 

information - Evernote 

allows records to be sorted 

by class, by student, or by 

 Ms. Anderson 

continually 

searches 

technology for 

ways to improve 

her teaching – an 

exchange with 

herself 

 Evernote and 

Penultimate – 

versatile and easy 

to use – available 

on her iPad and 

computer 

 Prepared a 

presentation at 

NCTE with NWP 

colleagues on this 

topic 

(continued) 
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date - can look over 

several types of writing on 

one student to see if they 

still have the same 

problem or not in a new 

piece of writing and can 

see progress over time - 

can look at records of 

class as a whole on a 

particular project 

2) Relationship 

between Ms. 

Anderson and her 

students 

 

 Digital records help Ms. 

Anderson remember 

previous conversations 

with individual student 

information 

 Individual student digital 

records allow more time 

to focus on what students 

specifically need to be re-

taught rather than general 

teaching – helps see 

patterns 

 Connect feedback with 

curriculum and testing 

expectations - Penultimate 

allows for creation of a 

template background 

(such as a rubric) - Ms. 

Anderson created 

backgrounds showing 

Analytic Writing 

Continuum categories to 

provide feedback and 

grades and created 

backgrounds for providing 

feedback and grading on 

other major writing 

assignments 

 Individual 

conversations 

about reading and 

writing with 

students – personal 

differentiation - 

desire to help 

students be 

successful – an 

exchange with 

students 

 State curriculum 

and testing 

expectations - 

grades on 

assignments – 

allows for more 

than just a letter or 

number grade –  

 Digital records 

from Evernote and 

Penultimate - can 

be printed off and 

given to students 

as feedback 
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Ms. Anderson made an intentional decision to use technology this year to keep a 

record of individual writing conferences and feedback on student’s writing assignments. 

Appendix O shows samples of Evernote notes (with student names removed), some using 

Penultimate backgrounds, created by Ms. Anderson from each of her classes during the 

study. There was at least one sample from each type of class, Regular English I, Regular 

English II, and Pre-AP English I. This recordkeeping decision was part of her thinking 

about the importance of building a relationship with students and knowing individual 

students’ needs through conferencing with them and through their writing. She stated  

I’ll never underestimate the value of student work in letting us know what kids 

know and what kids can do, but I feel like over the past year and into this year I’m 

learning that I get so much more information from conferencing with students and 

from reflections from students. So,  . . . taking the time to make them do these 

reading reflections or making them take the time to reflect on these historical 

fiction pieces that they are turning in. Like even though that takes class time, it’s 

really valuable to me understanding where they’re at, and so then what do I do 

with that information? So, okay, I’ve got this you know So what? Now what? You 

know, those pieces I think are so crucial, and I feel like the iPad apps that I’ve 

mentioned, Confer for reading and Evernote for writing and Penultimate just 

allow me to have access to all this data that I’m collecting about them so that 

when I want to prepare conferences moving forward I kind of have that to work 

from. (INT 7, p. 20) 
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The CDE analysis showed that there were several factors influencing Ms. Anderson’s 

decision about the use of Evernote and Penultimate for recordkeeping. Using this 

technology fit with her workshop style of teaching, her desire to keep records of students 

reading and writing, and fulfilled her need to have more information about her individual 

students to build relationships and to inform her decisions (containers). She had been 

keeping records before, but the differences that made a difference for this decision were 

the ability that this technology gave her to have more detail about students, the ability to 

adapt the records to fit her specific needs through the creation of specialized rubrics, and 

the ability to sort the information in a variety of ways (differences). Also using this 

technology provided easy access to the information once it was created (exchanges) 

because the information could be accessed from anywhere there was access to the 

Internet with an available device. Use of Evernote and Penultimate enabled Ms. 

Anderson to use her specialized rubric that incorporated STAAR scoring criteria with the 

Analytic Writing Continuum categories. This enabled her to have individual conferences 

with students on their specific pieces of writing while at the same time helping them be 

aware of how their writing would be scored on the EOC writing test.   

 Decision Map analysis. Part of Ms. Anderson’s decision to use technology for 

her recordkeeping this year was influenced by her worldview. Ms. Anderson believed 

that it was important to know about individual students so she could move them forward. 

A practical reason for Ms. Anderson’s decision to use Penultimate and Evernote for 

recordkeeping was based on rules. The rules regarding the EOC writing test contributed 

to this decision because she could create her own specialized scoring rubric integrating 
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the EOC scoring criteria as part of the grading process. A part of the decision to keep 

these digital records relied on reality. Ms. Anderson was able to provide grades quickly 

because she was keeping ongoing records on individual students. However, she also felt 

that keeping these records provided her with something useful to go on moving forward 

into the next grading period rather than just having a number or letter grade for each 

student. The Decision Map analysis helped to describe complex truth. This decision was 

not just based on one thing. It was a complex negotiation between worldview, rules, and 

reality, although specific decisions along the way often relied more heavily on one than 

the others. 

Various patterns could be seen in these analyses. For example, the CDE analysis 

showed that Ms. Anderson used Penultimate and Evernote to consider data and make 

decisions about instruction and shared that learning with others at NCTE. Ms. Anderson 

used documents created from Evernote and Penultimate to share grading and feedback 

with students and to inform her teaching. An overall pattern could be seen that Ms. 

Anderson was moving towards using more technology to help her do her work. These 

patterns were emerging in this self-organizing human system, and this analysis helped to 

describe and explain some conditions that were at work in this system. This analysis 

helps describe and explain a pattern more clearly that Ms. Anderson’s instructional 

decisions were influenced by a variety of ideas, although a primary one was to help 

prepare students for state testing.  

This analysis using HSD models was only applicable to Ms. Anderson, one 

teacher in this educational system. For another teacher, the CDE analysis would not be 



218 
 

the same. For example, the other teachers on Ms. Anderson’s team kept records for their 

students. However, none of them used Evernote or Penultimate for their recordkeeping or 

used the specialized scoring rubrics that Ms. Anderson used because their containers, 

differences, and exchanges were different than hers. Other teachers may have had 

different ideas that informed their teaching decisions and ideas about relationships with 

students than Ms. Anderson. The Decision Map analysis would not be the same because 

each teacher made individual decisions based on their own tensions and their own 

negotiation between worldview, rules, and reality.  

 Using HSD models to analyze these three decision points has provided more 

detailed description and explanation of a variety of decisions made by Ms. Anderson 

during this study. The focus for these analyses was to look more closely at the pattern 

identified in the findings from the research questions that state testing influenced Ms. 

Anderson’s decisions about writing instruction by using three scales of influence - policy, 

curriculum, and instruction. These analyses have provided additional insight into the 

conditions at work in this system that helped shape decisions at each of these levels for 

Ms. Anderson. All three examples showed that high-stakes testing was highly influential 

in decision-making at all of these scales. 

Adaptive Action Cycle 

 The HSD Adaptive Action Cycle is characterized by these three questions: What? 

So What? Now What? Part of participating in the Adaptive Action Cycle is standing in 

inquiry. For HSD,  
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Standing in inquiry requires a particular way of being . . . know your “stuff” but 

remain open to and actively engage in learning more, be comfortable with the 

ambiguity and vulnerability of holding questions, ask questions more than you 

give answers, turn judgment into curiosity, turn disagreement into mutual 

exploration, turn defensiveness into self-reflection. (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013, p. 

39) 

This inquiry stance also aligns with a major philosophy of NWP, which is to encourage 

teachers to search the professional literature using personal inquiries about teaching.  

Ms. Anderson mentioned this series of questions a few times in interviews. 

Because of this, I asked her when she was first introduced to the Adaptive Action Cycle 

and HSD principles. In her response, she referred back to her experience as a teacher 

researcher on the research project she had been a part of in her second year of teaching. 

“Well my biggest exposure to that is because of CMWI. So, Culturally Mediated Writing 

Instruction was grounded in the idea that teaching is a complex system. So . . . work with 

HSD was definitely like crossing over to our work with CMWI” (INT 9, p. 3). As was 

stated previously, Ms. Anderson identified her participation in the CMWI research as a 

key influence in her development as a writing teacher.  

Not only did Ms. Anderson mention the Adaptive Action Cycle questions several 

times during interviews she provided documents where she specifically referred to using 

this cycle. For example, in talking about why she decided to use Evernote and 

Penultimate this year for student recordkeeping, she referred to the Adaptive Action 

Cycle as part of making that decision – “So, okay, I’ve got this you know, So what? Now 
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what? You know, those pieces I think are so crucial” (INT 7, p. 20). In this same 

conversation Ms. Anderson shared a blog that she had written the previous school year 

that was reflective of her thinking at the time about differences that make a difference 

and the word re-visioning. “As teachers, we instinctively know the importance of looking 

at what is going on, asking ourselves why it matters, and deciding what will/should 

happen next. What? So What? Now What?“ (DOC 9.8, p. 1) (see Appendix P - Teacher 

blog - Re-visioning: Differences That Make a Difference). In this blog she also talked 

about iterations. Iteration in this context refers to the process of adaptive action where 

once one action is complete, another cycle begins. Ms. Anderson also discussed this 

concept in an interview. This “idea of iterations to getting to your target . . .we have to 

keep our target in mind to really be able to make those changes that are going to be make 

a difference” (INT 8, p. 9). 

Ultimately, Ms. Anderson’s decision to use Penultimate and Evernote this year as 

a tool for recordkeeping during student conferences was action in a continuing Adaptive 

Action Cycle around her inquiry into how to effectively meet the needs of individual 

students in reading and writing and help them achieve their goals. “When you know what 

the target is, when you know what the goal or the aim is and you can constantly like keep 

that in the forefront of your mind as you’re making all these decisions about what you are 

going to do, that to me . . . I think is really important” (INT 8, pp. 9-10).  

 Ms. Anderson seemed to have adopted inquiry and the Adaptive Action Cycle 

into her everyday work as a teacher. She was constantly referring to questions she was 

asking herself. For example, she asks herself about how much reading aloud in class was 
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appropriate and contemplated the use of whole class novels versus the use of shorter 

essays and the struggle to find the right balance (INT 4, p. 20). She felt that students 

should have time to play with writing but wondered how much class time should be 

allotted for it (INT 6, p. 20). She asked herself whether she should share a very personal 

blog or not (INT 9, p. 4). She wondered which text to use with her English II class to lead 

into persuasive writing because the one she preferred was not the same as what the other 

English II teachers were using (INT 7, p. 18). Ms. Anderson’s interviews were filled with 

individual teacher inquiries and questions that showed she was involved with continual 

adaptive action cycles in her beliefs about teaching and learning and in her teaching. 

 According to Eoyang and Holladay (2013), HSD models can be used to identify, 

describe, and explain complexity but can also be used to identify options for future action 

in a complex adaptive system. 

To influence change, you must be aware of tensions as they accumulate within a 

context and make or break connections so as to increase accumulating tensions or 

else release them. You must see the patterns formed by the CDE in this moment, 

consider how the patterns support or distort your purpose, take action to influence 

one or another of the conditions in hopes of shifting the pattern to a more useful 

configuration of containers, differences, and exchanges. (pp. 89-90) 

Ms. Anderson seemed to understand the concepts of adaptive action from her work with 

the CMWI research and from her work with the local site of the NWP and she used that 

knowledge to make decisions in her work. 
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Summary of Findings 

 This research study analyzed data from the perspective of an individual teacher 

nested in a school, district, and state educational system. Interviews and observations 

within this educational system of Ms. Justin, the language arts coordinator for Bluebonnet 

ISD, Ms. Bennett, the principal of Metropolitan High School, and Ms. Anderson, the 

writing teacher, provided insight into the complexity of influences on teacher decision-

making about writing instruction in a high-stakes writing assessment grade. Knowledge 

of structures and policies in place in the State of Texas and how those structures and 

policies influenced activities in a particular district within the state was gained as well as 

knowledge of local district structures and practices and how those affected or did not 

affect the school where Ms. Anderson worked and Ms. Anderson’s classroom.  

It was found that Bluebonnet ISD was a site-based district, which meant decisions 

made at particular schools were up to the principal of the school. This structure 

determined how English Language Arts instruction looked in individual schools. 

Although Ms. Justin provided district-created Language Arts Curriculum to the schools in 

the district as well as other resources and guidance, Ms. Bennett at Metropolitan High 

School did not require teachers at her school to follow curriculum or recommendations 

from the district. Ms. Justin focused heavily on writing in her capacity as secondary 

language arts coordinator, although very little of this focus was directly noted in Ms. 

Anderson’s decision-making about writing instruction. However, the fact that Ms. 

Anderson was on the ninth grade curriculum revision committee made her intimately 

familiar with the district curriculum for that grade. Ms. Bennett had many school 
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initiatives in place during the study that had the potential to influence teacher decision-

making by Ms. Anderson. Also, the relationship between Ms. Bennett and Ms. Anderson 

influenced Ms. Anderson’s ability to make decisions for herself as well as Ms. 

Anderson’s relationships with her English I and English II team members. 

Ms. Anderson’s classroom and her teaching practices were described. 

Descriptions were provided of what writing looked like in her classroom as well as what 

influences Ms. Anderson identified as important to her decision-making about writing 

instruction. 

Use of HSD models allowed analysis of the data for this study from a complex 

adaptive systems perspective. As was seen from the descriptions and explanations, Ms. 

Anderson was part of an education system that was nested within a larger system, which 

influenced her classroom decisions. Decisions that she made as a teacher were influenced 

in a variety of complex ways both inside this educational system and outside the system. 

Often decisions were made in response to tensions or differences in the system. This 

analysis showed the complexity of just a few of the hundreds of individual decisions 

made from the perspective of the teacher, Ms. Anderson, during the study. Use of HSD 

analysis tools helped describe and explain more clearly the pattern that high-stakes 

testing was a major influence on teacher decision-making in this system at many scales, 

policy, curriculum, and instruction. These tools also revealed many other patterns at work 

in this unique context. 

Following is an overview of the major findings. 
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 Teaching is a complex adaptive nonlinear decision-making process. This analysis 

has provided rich, detailed, finely grained descriptions of teacher decision-making 

as a complex adaptive process. 

 These findings show that influences on teacher decision-making cannot be talked 

about as if they are in isolation. Each influence is made up of a network of 

complex influences and each influence is not equal. Teacher decision-making 

involves a complex negotiation of tensions brought about by these various 

influences. Also, decisions cannot be talked about as if they are made in isolation. 

Each decision is a part of a network of other decisions. 

o High-stakes testing does influence teacher decision-making in this context 

along with many other interconnected influences. 

o The educational system influences teachers, but the teacher also has the 

potential to influence the educational system. Influence can go both ways. 

o Teacher beliefs influence teacher decision-making, but teacher beliefs are 

not static. 

 HSD offers descriptions and explanations of teacher decisions. These analyses 

make visible conditions that trigger decisions or generate decisions in the context 

of the decision-making process. 

 These findings are a step toward understanding underlying conditions that explain 

decisions that teachers make. 

 These findings correlate with Griffith et al. (2013) and show that contextual 

factors are highly relevant in education systems.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

DISCUSSION 

High-stakes testing is prevalent in American schools today. Researchers have 

identified challenges in school systems where high-stakes testing is a possible 

contributing factor (e.g. Applebee & Langer, 2011; Au, 2007; Berliner, 2011; Flint et al., 

2010; Fitchett & Heafner, 2010; Hillocks, 2002). Effects of high-stakes testing is 

identified as contributing to a variety of things such as the focus of curriculum on 

preparing for tests (Au, 2007; Calkins et al., 1998), the influence testing has on teacher 

decisions (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Berliner, 2011; Flint et al., 2010), and the time it 

takes to prepare students for tests (Musoleno & White, 2010). This study was designed to 

learn more about this particular context in schools, particularly regarding writing. 

This research study was also designed from beginning to end focusing on 

complexity. Who was interviewed, the questions that were asked, and all aspects of the 

research were designed with this lens in mind. Cilliers (2000) notes that behavior of 

complex systems must be determined by describing relationships. For this study, 

questions were asked about how the system was defined and structured around literacy. 

Questions were asked to determine relationships among subsystems and levels in the 

system from state to district to school. Who or what drives change in this particular 

school system was analyzed. Questions were asked about “not just what people do but 

why they do it, how they might imagine things being different, and what they would 
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really want to do” (Lemke & Sabelli, 2008, p. 123) by asking questions about what the 

teacher was thinking and doing, and what was contributing to those thoughts and actions 

(Rink, 1993). Understanding that education systems are self-organizing, dynamic, and 

emergent was acknowledged by interviewing and observing in the system over a period 

of time (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Eoyang & Holladay, 2013; Kuhn, 2008). Descriptions 

and explanations were designed to show the “multi-dimensional, non-linear, 

interconnected, far from equilibrium and unpredictable” nature of complex education 

systems (Kuhn, 2008) by providing a variety of descriptions about the system from the 

district level to the teaching being done in the teacher’s classroom. According to Cilliers 

(2005) education systems are not just complicated. These systems are complex because 

they involve “living things, language, cultural, and social systems” (p. 41). He further 

notes that complicated systems are usually described by rules, but complex systems must 

be described by relationships. This study focused on one level in an education system, the 

teacher. However, focusing on one level with a complexity approach does not “reduce the 

multi-dimensionality, non-linearity, interconnectedness, or unpredictability” that are 

encountered at other levels of the system (Kuhn, 2008). A complexity lens can provide 

insight in understanding underlying relationships and patterns where they happen with 

teachers, classrooms, and schools as human systems because the whole is present in the 

parts (Davis et al., 2013; Horn, 2008). Thus, this research was designed to discover and 

describe relationships in this education setting. 

The classroom teacher chosen for this study was selected specifically because she 

taught in a writing assessment grade in a state where a high-stakes writing assessment 
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was part of the state accountability system. The research questions were: (a) what does 

writing instruction look like in a writing teachers classroom(s) in a high-stakes testing 

context? and (b) what influences this teacher’s decisions about writing instruction? Data 

analysis for this study was done using the constant comparative method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967) using field notes and transcriptions from interviews, classroom and grade-

level team meeting observations, and student and teacher artifacts.  

Chapter IV described the education system, school, and classroom where Ms. 

Anderson worked. Her teacher preparation practices were highlighted along with a 

description of her reading/writing workshop classroom and her common classroom 

practices of reading, writing, discussion, choice, and audience. Her common teaching 

practices were described as individualized/differentiated instruction, gradual release of 

responsibility, constructing, spiraling, adapting, integrating, and incorporating 

technology. Analysis of the data showed a wide variety of complex influences on Ms. 

Anderson’s decision-making, such as personal characteristics, self-identified influences, 

state/district level and school level influences, curriculum writing and technology 

influences, testing practices and colleague influences, and voluntary professional 

development influences. Other influences found were convenience, time, and beliefs 

about students as well as multiple influences. Often Ms. Anderson negotiated this wide 

range of influences and many of them crossed over descriptive boundaries. Chapter IV 

also described analysis of the data using Human Systems Dynamics models as tools. 

These analyses described and explained conditions that were in place that may have 

triggered or generated decisions made by Ms. Anderson around policy influences, 
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curriculum influences, and instruction influences related to tensions noted about high-

stakes testing.  

This chapter summarizes the findings of this study and discusses their 

significance in relation to teacher decision-making about writing instruction in a high-

stakes writing assessment grade. This chapter concludes with researcher’s reflections. 

Summary and Significance of Findings 

The findings from the research questions in this study showed many relationships 

that made this teacher different than any other teacher and this school different than any 

other school or district in this state. First, I review the relevant teacher-decision-making 

literature and how this study fits with previous research. Then I address some of the 

unique contextual factors identified in this research. These factors address people, groups, 

and ideas as agents of change in this unique education system (Dooley, 1996). A 

discussion of this unique high-stakes testing and accountability context follows, 

particularly about how this context influenced decisions about writing. After this 

discussion, I identify five major differences that made a difference in Ms. Anderson’s 

work in her school during the time of this study. I then review and discuss the major 

findings from this study and their implications for education.  

Teacher Decision-Making in a High-Stakes Testing Context 

Teachers make decisions before, during, and after instruction (Borko et al, 1981; 

Duffy, 1982; Hill et al., 1981; Putnam & Duffy, 1984; Shavelson, 1976). According to 

Shavelson and Stern (1981), teacher decision-making involves negotiation between the 

teacher’s beliefs, curricular constraints, and institutional constraints and that all acts 
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surrounding teaching involve decisions, either conscious or unconscious (Shavelson, 

1973). Teacher’s beliefs about teaching and learning can be about subject matter 

(Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990), assessments (Karvonen et al., 2013; McMillan, 2003), 

learning (Mitchell, 1980), tension between core beliefs and peripheral beliefs (Phipps, 

2009), or underlying beliefs (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; O’Brien & Norton, 1991). These 

beliefs often influence decision-making about practice in complex ways (Fang, 1996; 

Munby, 1981; Shavelson & Stern, 1981). Griffith et al. (2013) also found that even when 

teachers have similar beliefs about teaching (student-based, standards-based, curriculum-

based) there could be huge differences in how those beliefs are put into practice.  

Contextual factors are highly relevant in education systems (Griffith et al., 2013; 

Lemke & Sabelli, 2008; McMillan, 2003). Many researchers on teacher decision-making 

acknowledge how much decision-making relies on a variety of individual contextual 

factors (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Eley, 2006; Griffith et al, 2013; Griffin, 1995; Perfecto, 

2012; McMillan, 2003; O’Brien & Norton, 1991). Education policies around 

accountability (Ingram et al., 2004; Palmer & Rangel, 2011), pedagogical practices (Hora 

& Anderson, 2012; Kaniuka, 2009), assessment practices (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995; 

Hamilton, 2003; Koretz et al., 2001; McMillan, 2003), and curricular standards (Thomas, 

2005) are important contextual factors that influence teachers’ decisions.  

The major difference between the teacher decision-making literature and this 

study is the complexity lens that was used in this research about teacher decision-making. 

Use of this lens breaks new ground in this field because it provides rich descriptions of 

the particular contextual factors that influenced this particular teacher in her work as she 
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was making decisions about her work. This lens provided information about the decision-

making process in the context of the system in which these decisions were being made. 

Use of this complexity lens in teacher decision-making research has the potential to 

inform and transform research and practice.  

People  

Several people seem to have had an influence on Ms. Anderson’s teacher 

decision-making. One of the people in Ms. Anderson’s context was the principal of her 

school. An important factor in this context was the site-based structure of the district. 

Because of this structure, even though there was a district English language arts 

coordinator and a district curriculum, the structure relied on the judgment of the 

principal, and this principal did not require English teachers in the school to use the 

district curriculum or other ideas promoted from the district level. For example, even 

though Ms. Justin was promoting the use of IB rubrics and an increase in writing at all 

grade levels this year in the district, Ms. Anderson never mentioned IB rubrics. IB rubrics 

were never mentioned in any of the grade level team meetings and were not mentioned 

by Ms. Bennett in her interview. Similar to research by Larsen and Malen (1997) and 

Mitchell (1980), in this context the principal was in charge at this school and influenced 

the context. In this case, the relationship between Ms. Anderson and Ms. Bennett was 

highly relevant because Ms. Anderson and Ms. Bennett had developed a positive 

relationship of respect. Ms. Bennett let Ms. Anderson make instructional decisions in her 

own classroom based on what she felt was best for her students with little or no 

interference.  
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In this study, there were many other people besides the principal that influenced 

Ms. Anderson’s decisions about writing instruction. Other than research on the influence 

of the principal (Larsen & Malen, 1997; Mitchell, 1980) and the influence that 

associations with colleagues and supervisors have (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995), the 

teacher decision-making literature does not highlight the influence of specific people in 

teachers’ decision-making processes. Similar to Cimbricz (2003) and Cohen (1995), an 

influential collegial relationship for Ms. Anderson was her relationship with her English 

department chair. Ms. Anderson and her English department chair planned together. Ms. 

Anderson worked on her own in her own classroom except for her planning with the 

English department chair. However, Ms. Anderson was willing to share anything that she 

created or found with her English I team, usually through the English department chair or 

on the Dropbox site. Ms. Anderson did not meet with her English I team during PLC’s 

because of her scheduling conflict, but her relationship with the English department chair 

kept her involved with that team. As can be explicitly seen from the CDE analysis from 

decision point one and decision point two in Chapter IV, the relationship Ms. Anderson 

had with her English department chair influenced her decisions, particularly for her Pre-

AP classes, and this relationship influenced decisions in Ms. Anderson’s regular classes 

also. Having a colleague to plan and collaborate with seemed to be very important in this 

context. This finding supports the research on the influence of colleagues and supervisors 

in teacher decision-making. 

However, this research also showed that there were other influential people in this 

context. For example, Ms. Anderson’s identification of many outside of school 
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colleagues that were associated with her local NWP site made these relationships an 

important contextual factor in her decision-making about writing instruction in her 

classroom (see Figure 15). Ms. Anderson also specifically mentioned many presenters 

from conferences, professional book authors, teachers who blogged about their 

classrooms, and specific teachers who posted instructional information on the Internet as 

people who influenced her decisions about writing instruction. This broader definition 

extends this influence of people from not only people who are physically mentoring 

teachers in school or district settings but to people who are presenting at conferences, 

writing books, and publishing online in a variety of ways. These people also seemed to be 

mentors who had influence on Ms. Anderson’s decisions about writing instruction (see 

Figure 16). Some names mentioned were Penny Kittle, Jeff Anderson, Gretchen 

Bernabei, Sarah Brown Wessling, Kylene Beers, and Bob Probst, although there were 

also others mentioned specifically. Thus, findings from this research significantly extends 

the current teacher decision-making research by showing that a large variety of people 

from a broad range of places, including teacher colleagues outside of the district, 

conference presenters, professional authors, and teachers who post on the Internet in a 

variety of ways, have influence on teacher decision-making about writing instruction. 

Groups 

A specific group that seemed to influence Ms. Anderson’s decisions about writing 

instruction was her local NWP site. The literature identifies professional learning 

experiences as influencing teacher’s decisions (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009) and a culture of professional development in a school as a 
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contributing factor in teacher decision-making (Griffith et al, 2013). Many of the 

voluntary professional development opportunities that Ms. Anderson identified as 

influencing her teaching of writing were related to her continued association with NWP 

and colleagues who were friends there, rather than her school context. Many times she 

had attended or presented at conferences with people from this site. This group as a 

whole had a substantial influence on Ms. Anderson. Many resources that Ms. Anderson 

identified in her lesson plans were learned about directly or indirectly through attendance 

at voluntary professional developments, either with NWP specifically or as a result of 

association with or influence of teacher consultants in NWP. This study complements the 

literature and shows that professional learning experiences associated with groups of 

influential colleagues influence teacher decision-making. 

Ideas 

A variety of ideas seemed to influence Ms. Anderson’s decision-making about 

writing instruction. For example, specific ideas learned or supported by her association 

with NWP and through a summer writing class with Penny Kittle seemed to have 

influenced her teaching. These ideas are not exclusive to NWP, but they are specific 

philosophies of NWP (Gray, 2000; Lieberman & Wood, 2003). Other ideas noted from 

the data analysis will also be discussed. 

Building community. The idea of building a classroom community, not only of 

writers but in other ways, was shown as influential in this study (Gray, 2000; Lieberman 

& Wood, 2003). For example, Ms. Anderson held many beliefs about students which 

were manifest in her teaching and classroom practices, such as her desire to get to know 
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her students, have a variety of conversations in her classroom, build a community of 

writers, build a community of readers, and set conditions for specific classroom and 

student interactions designed to develop relationships in the classroom. Building a 

classroom community seemed to be a part of her work. Classroom community was not 

specifically identified in the teacher decision-making literature as having an influence on 

teachers’ decisions, although some research identified that knowledge of students and 

their needs influenced decisions (Borko et al., 1981; Gun, 2014; Mitchell, 1980). 

Writing workshop and process writing. The idea of using a writing workshop 

framework and teaching the writing process was also seen in this study (Gray, 2000; 

Lieberman & Wood, 2003). The traditional parts of a writing workshop are mini-lessons, 

conferencing and writing, and sharing, with some additional characteristics such as 

choice and authentic purposes (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1982, 1983; Fletcher & Portalupi, 

1998; Graves, 1973, 1983; Lieberman & Wood, 2003; Sowers, 1985). All of these 

characteristics were seen in action in this research. For example, mini-lessons were a 

daily occurrence on a variety of topics. Time for writing was allotted on a daily basis. 

Student writing was shared through the use of peer writing groups and blogging, and it 

was posted on the white board in the room. Students were given choice of topics in their 

writing and were encouraged to come up with ideas that related to their interests. 

Students in Ms. Anderson’s classes were continually involved in the writing process from 

idea generation to drafts to final copy. Feedback on writing through conferencing was 

noted throughout the study (Anderson, 2009; Sowers, 1985). Concepts such as grammar, 

literary analysis, reading comprehension, and test preparation were all incorporated into a 
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workshop environment in her classes through mini-lessons and conferencing. Ms. 

Anderson incorporated individual student conferencing in all aspects of her courses 

including conferences on practice worksheets, exam reviews, reading, writing, etc. 

Individual student conferences happened multiple times during a class period and seemed 

to occur during any spare moment available. If students were working independently on 

something, Ms. Anderson was likely to be conferencing with individual students during 

this time. This level of conferencing seemed to be more often, and on more topics, than a 

traditional writing workshop. The only characteristic of writing workshop that Ms. 

Anderson indicated she would like to incorporate more fully in her classroom was 

opportunities for authentic publication.  

How the use of a particular teaching practice influenced teacher’s decisions was 

not specifically addressed in the teacher decision-making literature, although some 

research identified the influence of thought processes, decisions, and judgments about 

pedagogy (Clark & Peterson, 1984; Shavelson & Stern, 1981), teacher beliefs about how 

to teach (Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990), and teacher beliefs about learning (Mitchell, 1980).  

Teacher as writer. Another idea shown in this study was the teacher as writer 

who models writing for students and the use of writing response groups (Graves, 1983; 

Gray, 2000). Ms. Anderson shared her writing periodically with her students either 

through blog posts (see Appendix M and N) or writing during lessons (see Appendix Q) 

and had writer response groups organized in all of her classes which were used when 

students were getting close to final products. This belief influenced her decisions about 

writing instruction in her classroom (Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990). 
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Teacher inquiry. Gaining knowledge about teaching and learning through 

continual teacher inquiry was another idea that seemed to influence Ms. Anderson’s 

decisions about writing instruction (Gray, 2000; Lieberman & Wood, 2003). The teacher 

decision-making literature talks about how teacher knowledge is created by reflection on 

planning and instructional practices (Clark & Yinger, 1979; Yinger, 1979, 1980). This 

inquiry mindset also is highly related to Human Systems Dynamics (HSD) principles 

through the Adaptive Action Cycle (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013). Ms. Anderson’s training 

and relationship with the local site of NWP, her participation with the Culturally 

Mediated Writing Instruction research, and her training through NWP on HSD principles, 

all seem to have influenced her beliefs about the positive value of inquiry to herself as a 

teacher and for her teaching practice. Ms. Anderson’s continuing inquiry was reflected in 

her decisions in a variety of ways, such as her search for ways to learn more about 

individual students so she could help them move forward and in her decisions about 

voluntary professional development experiences. This inquiry stance showed that she was 

open to learning to improve her craft and to making changes in her practice. Ms. 

Anderson was confident but questioning (INT 6, p. 18) and she often reflected on why 

she was doing certain things (INT 7, p. 20). Not only was she willing to learn from 

others, she was also willing to assist others who wanted to learn the way she taught as can 

be seen in her choice to mentor a new teacher on her English I team and a teacher at 

another school in her district (INT 6, p. 4). The idea of teacher inquiry was a key 

influence on Ms. Anderson’s teacher decision-making noted in this research. Teacher 

inquiry was not specifically addressed in the teacher decision-making literature, although 
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some researchers addressed that teachers create knowledge through reflection (Clark & 

Yinger, 1979; Gun, 2014; Pressley & McCormick, 1995; Schon, 1987; Yinger, 1979, 

1980). This finding that teacher inquiry greatly influences teacher decision-making 

significantly extends the body of research on how teachers gain knowledge that influence 

their decisions. 

Teachers learning from teachers. The idea of participating in learning from 

other teachers also was shown in this study (Gray, 2000; Lieberman & Wood, 2003). The 

research literature shows that teachers’ knowledge influences their decisions (Clark & 

Yinger, 1979; Snow et al., 2005; Yinger, 1979, 1980) and that professional learning 

experiences influence teachers’ decisions (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Analysis 

showed that Ms. Anderson was continually involved with voluntary professional 

development, most of which involved learning from other teachers about their work. Not 

only did she attend professional development opportunities, but she also presented her 

own learning at many conferences. In addition, she wrote curriculum for others to use at 

professional development venues in her own school and outside of her school. Learning 

from other teachers was a part of her teaching work and complemented her teacher 

inquiries. This study supports the teacher decision-making literature showing that 

professional learning experiences influence teacher decision-making. 

Learning as social participation. The broad idea of learning as social 

participation was shown throughout Ms. Anderson’s work in a variety of ways (Wenger, 

1998). Ms. Anderson’s use of writing groups and her regular use of partner talk and table 

talk manifest her beliefs about learning as social participation (Lieberman & Wood, 
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2003; Wenger, 1998). Building a classroom community, providing opportunities for peer 

and teacher conferencing, learning with other teachers about how to improve her own 

teaching through conference participation and sharing of inquiries, and association with 

influential colleagues are all examples of learning as social participation that were seen in 

this context. This finding supports the teacher decision-making literature about 

professional learning and colleagues influence (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009) although the broad idea of learning as social participation is not 

specifically noted in the teacher decision-making research. 

Adaptive and responsive teaching. Another idea that seemed to influence Ms. 

Anderson was her desire to become a more adaptive and responsive teacher. According to 

the research, teachers develop various levels of knowledge over their career (Snow et al., 

2005) and learn how to integrate knowledge with automaticity into their instructional 

decision-making (Salmon et al., 2008). In order to be an adaptive and responsive teacher, 

a teacher must have a high level of knowledge of the subject matter, of students’ needs, 

and the purpose of the course (Griffith et al., 2013). Research also documents the types of 

reflective decisions that teachers make that can lead to adaptation during instruction or 

after instruction and can help teachers make connections between planning and 

instruction (Clark & Elmore, 1981; Clark & Yinger, 1979; Schon, 1987). Ms. Anderson 

often made spur of the moment decisions such as adapting to something that was 

happening in the classroom to benefit student’s learning or adapting to a constraint. She 

also mentioned that she thought about the purpose of the course and what students needed 

to be able to do when explaining her decisions. Ms. Anderson negotiated tensions in her 
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work such as challenges to her beliefs about teaching and learning when they did not 

seem to fit with philosophies of other teachers in the school (O’Brien & Norton, 1991). 

Sometimes this adaptation seemed to be a balancing act between trying to please her and 

trying to please others. This research provides detailed information about the thoughts 

and actions that were influencing some of Ms. Anderson’s adaptive and responsive 

decisions for her classroom during this study. Use of a complexity lens and HSD analysis 

tools provided information that was used to study and analyze adaptive and reflective 

teaching and significantly contributes to the research field in this area. 

Broad purposes of writing. Another idea that seemed to be an influence in Ms. 

Anderson’s context was her broad idea of the purposes of writing. Some findings showed 

that Ms. Anderson seemed to believe that writing was more than just participating in the 

writing process. Like Schmidt and Kennedy (1990), her beliefs about subject matter 

influenced her decisions. She used writing as a tool for thinking. Often during classes she 

would have students write for many purposes, such as in response to a prompt about what 

they thought or what they felt. She also used writing as a way to respond to text, such as 

asking students to name the five most important things they remembered from their 

reading, or what they thought about something that happened in the story. Ms. Anderson 

also used students’ writing as tools in her lessons on a regular basis. She modeled herself 

as a writer and reinforced that writing was going to be required on a test in a specific 

format, but that writing was also useful as a tool for thinking and as a way to express 

ideas or work out thoughts and feelings (e.g. Shattering Our Normal in Appendix N). In 

their research in high schools and middle schools, Applebee and Langer (2011) found 
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that this type of writing was rarely seen in schools. In Ms. Anderson’s classroom, there 

was preparation for high-stakes testing, but there was also a wide variety of writing 

experiences on a daily basis that were not just filling in information, working on 

worksheets, or “replicating highly formulaic essay structures keyed to the high stakes 

tests” (p. 26). The teacher decision-making literature addresses how teachers’ beliefs 

influence their decisions in complex ways (Fang, 1996; Munby, 1981; Shavelson & 

Stern, 1981) but not specifically in the area of writing. 

These are some of the significant ideas that seemed to influence Ms. Anderson’s 

decisions in this context. However, there were many additional ideas that influenced her 

decisions. Use of a complexity lens and HSD analysis tools made visible many of these 

other ideas (patterns) that influenced decisions such as that collaboration was important, 

writing assignments needed to meet the needs of students, and that it was important to 

know what students were learning. The teacher decision-making literature addresses 

many parts mentioned here, but this research shows how many agents from a wide 

variety of people, colleagues, contextual factors, and teacher’s beliefs about teaching and 

learning interconnected in complex ways to influence teaching decisions for this teacher. 

Use of a complexity lens made visible many of these influences and connections and 

significantly adds to the teacher decision-making literature in this area. 

High-Stakes Testing and Accountability Context 

Assessments are considered high-stakes when there is some kind of reward or 

penalty associated with the test for students, teachers, principals, or schools (Secada, 

2003), if there is some kind of consequence that is reflected in education activities 
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(Huebert & Hauser, 1999), or if decisions regarding student progress or instructional 

effectiveness are tied to the scores (McLaughlin, 2002). Also, assessments can be 

considered high-stakes if testing is used to measure whether systems are achieving policy 

goals (National Research Council, 1999). Applebee and Langer (2011) note that 

accountability systems that include high-stakes assessments can have significant 

influence in curriculum and instruction, and Hillocks (2002) noted that even the use of 

rubrics and student writing samples can have an influence on student learning.  

In Ms. Anderson’s context, there were noticeable impacts throughout the system 

of high-stakes testing, in the district, at the school, and in Ms. Anderson’s classroom. 

Many researchers have studied the effects of high-stakes testing practices (Cimbricz, 

2003; Cohen, 1995; Hamilton, 2003; Koretz et al., 2001; Palmer & Rangel, 2011). 

Palmer and Rangel (2011) found that high-stakes accountability influenced curriculum 

decisions and promoted test preparation. Hamilton (2003) found that large-scale testing 

practices influenced teacher decision-making in a variety of ways from general 

instructional practices at the classroom and school level to effects on school and 

classroom climate. Koretz et al. (2001) found that there were positive, negative, and 

neutral effects of large-scale testing practices on teacher decision-making. In this study, 

analysis of the data showed that in every interview and observation across the system, 

references were made to these EOC tests either directly or indirectly. For example, 

decisions at the district level to focus on writing instruction at various grade levels and to 

give benchmark tests were directly related to past student scores on the EOC tests. Many 

decisions at the school were directly or indirectly related to helping students be able to do 
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well on EOC tests. Examples of this were specific requests by the principal for teachers 

to write Unit tests similar to the EOC tests and school initiatives that focused on critical 

writing skills. During both grade level team observations, much of the time was spent 

discussing EOC testing criteria. 

 Analysis of the data also showed that EOC tests did influence Ms. Anderson’s 

decisions about writing instruction in a variety of ways. Cimbricz (2003) and Cohen 

(1995) noted that teachers’ decisions about assessments are influenced by other 

contributing factors such as teacher’s beliefs and knowledge of pedagogy, among other 

things. In this study, Ms. Anderson had definite beliefs about the purposes of testing and 

did not object to writing Unit tests that were similar to the EOC tests. In fact, she wrote 

many of her own Unit tests and her own final exams because her principal wanted these 

tests to be similar to the EOC test, and she felt tests should represent skills that are 

transferable rather than knowledge of specific literature. Ms. Anderson felt her final 

exams were very different than the exams most of her team members wrote (INT 9, p. 

17). Because she had particular beliefs about testing in general that somewhat aligned 

with the EOC tests, those beliefs influenced her decisions about assessment.  

However, Ms. Anderson did think the format of EOC tests were constraining in 

some ways and made sure that her students were aware of particular formats or criteria on 

the EOC tests. For example, Ms. Anderson sometimes had to remind students of the 

criteria for EOC writing. In an individual conference with one of her students who was 

working on a blog post similar to the expository prompt, she stated “We don’t have room 

. . . with 26 lines we don’t have room to cover all of that” (FN 25, p. 5). In another 



243 
 

individual teacher conference she told a student that they were “working on skills in 

expository so that we can do it later in 45 minutes” (FN 14, p. 1). She specifically 

prepared students for the type of scoring the state used on writing by using her own 

specially designed rubric that used the scoring criteria from the state and helped students 

to know what a good essay looked like by showing them released tests and by modeling 

exemplary writing. For example, when she wrote a persuasive letter combining sentences 

from her English II students to model persuasive writing for them, she stated, “It’s a 4 on 

the STAAR rubric” (FN 17, p. 4) (see Teacher-Written Persuasive Letter, Appendix Q). 

Also, consideration of the types of questions on the EOC test influenced her instructional 

decisions. For example, a key factor in her decision to use concept maps was that they 

would help students prepare for short answer and crossover questions on the EOC tests 

which require textual evidence (see Figure 20). Hamilton (2003) and Koretz et al. (2001) 

note that some of the effects of large-scale testing are: emphasis on specific skills that are 

tested, focus on specific question formats, and allocation of time towards content that is 

tested. In this context, there is evidence that specific skills and formats that are on the 

EOC test were taught in Ms. Anderson’s classes. However, Koretz et al. (2001) also 

stated that these effects are not necessarily positive or negative but are dependent on the 

individual context.  

In this context, one way that Ms. Anderson negotiated high-stakes testing was to 

incorporate it and use it for her own purposes. For example, she used the district 

benchmark exams and her own teacher-created exams as formative assessments (Andrade 

& Valtcheva, 2009; Graham et al., 2011; Roskos & Neuman, 2012), partially to prepare 
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her students for EOC tests but also to provide herself information about her students’ 

progress. Ms. Anderson wrote her own exam reviews and used her own teacher-written 

assessments to learn where students were in their preparation for taking the EOC tests 

and in meeting the requirements of the course (see To Kill a Mockingbird Analysis Test, 

Appendix R). For example, she included a writing prompt in her final exam reviews for 

the first semester, a format of the EOC test. Following is a description of what happened 

during one class period in her Regular English I class (FN 24) just prior to the end of the 

semester. First, Ms. Anderson had students do a practice expository writing similar to a 

STAAR prompt during their final exam review. Her prompt was “How do expectations 

affect performance?” While the students were doing the review in class, Ms. Anderson 

conferenced with individual students. She worked on spelling, commas, supporting 

claims, etc. Ms. Anderson then reviewed a previously released student writing response 

that got a 4 on the STAAR. She then let students keep working on their writing response 

to the prompt and continued individual conferencing with students. She then shared her 

own expository writing, her blog called “Shattering Our Normal”. A few days later on the 

actual final exams, Ms. Anderson included a short answer question. This practice prompt 

and short answer question on the final were designed to help her know where each 

individual student was at, and to help her prepare lessons for the second semester (INT 9) 

(see English II Final Exam, Appendix S). These examples show how Ms. Anderson 

integrated all the purposes of the course in her reviews and tests, grammar, writing, 

literary analysis, and test preparation.  
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Analysis of the data showed that high-stakes testing was a major factor in this 

system. Keeping up with changes in testing policy seemed to be a challenge throughout 

this education system at all levels. One of the challenges with testing was that the target 

seemed to be moving periodically, and sometimes it required adjustments in the system to 

keep up. In reference to the latest changes in testing policy, Ms. Anderson stated “Well, 

they have made major changes, so we’ll see if these changes stick” (INT 3.2, p. 2). Ms. 

Bennett and Ms. Justin also made reference to the challenge of adapting to continual 

changes from the state as far as EOC tests. There seemed to be an attitude of uncertainty 

in the system around changes in testing policies. However, it seemed that it was the 

accountability around the high-stakes testing that was the most important influence. Ms. 

Justin mentioned that leadership in the district was concerned with scores on state 

assessments and many of her decisions seemed to be in response to writing scores. Ms. 

Bennett mentioned that her concern was for students’ anxiety about testing, and that the 

ways that test scores were used was more concerning for her than the actual testing itself 

(INT 2, p. 5). She felt that the testing was aligned with the curriculum and that the school 

was in a learning stage about how to better teach students. Ms. Anderson did not seem to 

worry about testing for herself but more for her students. She felt an obligation to help 

them be prepared for the tests knowing that many decisions about students were based on 

test scores (INT 8, p. 2).  

In this study, the specifics of Ms. Anderson’s context, including all of the 

influences reported in the analysis for research question two, allowed her to negotiate her 

decisions around the EOC tests to fit her beliefs about testing, her beliefs about teaching 
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and learning, her curriculum expectations, and her individual students in a way that 

worked for her. Like Cimbricz (2003) and Cohen (1995) noted, Ms. Anderson’s decisions 

about assessments were influenced by a wide variety of contributing factors such as 

teacher’s beliefs, knowledge of pedagogy, professional development experiences, access 

to resources, and associations with colleagues and supervisors. High-stakes testing and 

accountability policies surrounding them were just one of the complex contextual factors 

influencing decisions in this context. Similar to teachers in O’Brien and Norton’s 

research (1991), Ms. Anderson negotiated her context and adapted to counteract 

limitations and constraints as well as adapted to increase expectations and improve 

teaching and learning in response to high-stakes testing criteria. 

The Differences That Make a Difference 

 Looking at decisions made by Ms. Anderson from a complex adaptive systems 

perspective provided an interesting lens into teacher decision-making at the teacher level. 

Many similarities, differences, and connections were found in the factors that influenced 

Ms. Anderson’s decisions. However, not all influences were important and not all 

differences mattered in this system. “If there are too many differences, the system can’t 

settle down. If there are not enough differences, change can’t get started” (Eoyang & 

Holladay, 2013, p. 28). An optimal number of differences allows for self-organizing 

processes to occur. There have to be some similarities in a system for the system to 

function, and there must be enough connections in a system for movement to happen. 

This particular system was held together by the education system structure of district and 

school, and Ms. Anderson was part of this system. There were enough similarities in the 
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system for her to be able to function in the school. If there were not similarities, she 

would probably leave and go teach somewhere else or leave the teaching profession 

altogether. There were also enough connections to people and ideas in the system that 

Ms. Anderson could function there.  

In this unique context, personal characteristics, policies, and systems 

characteristics all combined together to make a difference for Ms. Anderson. Even 

though Ms. Anderson was only in her seventh year of teaching and was considered a non-

traditionally certified teacher, her unique contextual factors allowed her to develop and 

grow as a teacher and become proficient and recognized for her work. Following are the 

differences that made a difference for Ms. Anderson in this unique context.  

Treated as a professional. The site-based structure in this school district allowed 

Ms. Anderson the autonomy to be a professional and the agency to make her own 

decisions about what happened in her classroom. This structure, as well as her 

relationship with her principal and her English department chair, empowered her and 

allowed this system to work for Ms. Anderson. These similarities and connections were 

enough for her to be able to work in this system. However, if the principal changed, if her 

English department chair left, or if the structure of the district changed to something more 

scripted or that challenged her beliefs about teaching and learning, this system might not 

work for her anymore. The site-based structure worked for now, but any change in this 

structure would cause unpredictable changes. Because Ms. Anderson had support and 

association with colleagues outside her school, she could function in this school even 
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though her beliefs about teaching and learning were so different. Also, a change could 

happen outside of school that might challenge this fit. Again, this is unpredictable.  

 Flexible framework. Ms. Anderson used a reading/writing framework. Her 

chosen framework allowed for flexibility and adaptation, supported independent reading 

and writing, and supported many of the beliefs that Ms. Anderson had about teaching and 

learning. This system empowered Ms. Anderson and allowed her to use her own wisdom 

and knowledge to choose how she taught in her own classroom which allowed her to 

continually improve her work in this model even though no one else in the school used it 

like she did. The fact that the system allowed her agency to use her chosen framework 

made the system work for her. If the system stopped allowing this flexibility, change 

might occur.  

 Continual learner. Ms. Anderson’s personal desire to continue to learn how to be 

a better teacher combined with the flexible system allowed her to continue to learn and 

adapt her teaching based on what she was learning. There was no scripted curriculum or 

mandated pacing guides. She chose to consistently attend professional development, 

associate with colleagues that challenged her, and adopt new resources that were found 

through her continual search to improve her craft. This belief in herself as a learner and 

the actions she took to support that belief affected decisions made in her classroom. The 

system allowed for this kind of learning to be incorporated in her teaching. If the system 

changed and did not allow her to adapt, the system might not be a good fit anymore.  

Sees the big picture. Ms. Anderson seemed to have a bigger picture of the 

purpose of education than just the curriculum that the state required her to teach each 
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year, even when making small decisions in her teaching and for her classroom. This was 

noted in several places in the data, such as in her concern for future AP requirements and 

in reiterating that being a writer could help them in college or help them learn. She 

thought about the purposes for her classes and where her students were going to need to 

be in the future, not just in school but in life. She asked herself periodically, What is the 

target? (INT 8, p. 9). This belief about teaching and learning affected her teaching 

decisions. She opened her classroom up to the world in many ways to make learning 

relevant and engaging for her students in a variety of ways. She encouraged reading and 

writing as lifelong skills that helped students become better citizens and enjoy life as well 

as further their educational goals. Ms. Anderson not only considered the purpose of her 

course and the curriculum she needed to cover but valued the whole person, wanted to 

learn what matters to her students in their lives, and wanted to help them set goals that 

she could then help them work towards. The system allowed Ms. Anderson to put into 

practice things that fit her big picture of the purpose of education. If the system stopped 

allowing this, changes could happen. 

Ability to integrate multiple factors. Ms. Anderson had the wisdom and ability 

to integrate multiple requirements to meet a variety of needs. Her knowledge of the 

curriculum combined with her beliefs about teaching and learning and her knowledge of 

other factors, such as testing, affected her decision-making in her classroom. Her ability 

to consider multiple factors in planning and curriculum allowed her to maximize use of a 

workshop framework. The use of a workshop model allowed for integration of 

curriculum, grammar, writing, reading, testing, etc. A workshop model made integration 
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of many requirements possible and allowed flexibility when a variety of changes 

occurred, such as accommodations for a pep rally or adjustments because students needed 

more time for a particular lesson. Known and unknown changes could be worked with in 

this integrated way. Ms. Anderson worked with projects rather than assignments and built 

on basic concepts through a gradual release model. Workshop allowed her the flexibility 

to include high interest topics of choice. Because testing was one of the things that was 

integrated into her teaching, when testing changed, it did not change her teaching that 

much. Ms. Anderson’s integrated curriculum was designed to prepare students for tests 

but also went way beyond because she had students actually doing real reading and 

writing, not just practicing concepts on worksheets (although they did practice 

sometimes). She continually integrated literary analysis, grammar, writing, and testing 

and seemed to be able to effectively react to change. 

In Ms. Anderson’s classes writing and reading were often integrated. It was hard 

to know whether a decision was made about writing instruction or reading instruction. 

Many decisions seemed to be made to benefit learning of both, often at the same time. 

Ms. Anderson’s use of classroom discussions also supported the integration of listening 

and speaking. Because she used reading, writing, listening and speaking often throughout 

a class period, it was difficult to isolate particular decisions that were solely related to 

writing instruction. Often decisions seemed to be designed to integrate literacy learning 

using all four components.  

These five differences highlight how Ms. Anderson was able to negotiate the 

tensions in her context. As Eoyang and Holladay (2013) state, decisions are made in 
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response to tensions in a system. Some tensions are individual, some are related to the 

education system from people to policies to structures, and some may be from outside the 

education system. This research shows how Ms. Anderson was able to make decisions to 

help her negotiate her context to fit her unique purposes. The wide variety of influences 

from the various scales of the system and the descriptions of teaching in the classroom 

from this research show what a complex process decision-making is in an education 

system, even for one teacher.  

Major Findings and Implications 

There were several major findings from this research. These findings are reviewed 

below along with implications for education for each. 

Teaching is a complex adaptive nonlinear decision-making process. A major 

finding from this research shows that teaching is a complex adaptive process. Use of a 

complexity lens provided detailed descriptions of teacher decision-making in this 

process. Through interviews and observations across a semester and interviews within the 

system, data was gathered that could be analyzed at a level that could show minor 

influences and major influences on teacher decision-making. Viewing this school as a 

complex, adaptive, self-organizing system nested in a larger education system allowed 

access to details within this system as well as access to teacher thoughts and actions. This 

lens allowed detail of external influences outside of the school system to become visible. 

Acknowledging that the teacher worked within a variety of systems, (classroom, school, 

home, community) with many constantly changing and self-organizing agents provided 

rich descriptions of her individual context over the course of the study. This finding 



252 
 

extends the field of complexity research in education to include teacher decision-making 

(Adams & Felder, 2008; Brown & Kraehe, 2010; Collins & Clark, 2007; Davis & 

Sumara, 2006; Doll, 2008, Fenwick, 2012; Goldspink, 2007; Jordan et al., 2007; Lemke 

& Sabelli, 2008; Mennin, 2007; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Robinson & Yaden, 1993; 

Sumara, 2000). 

Viewing schools as complex adaptive systems has implications for education. 

This view acknowledges that there is not one right structure or one right policy that 

works for all teachers and schools. Sometimes the education system supports teachers 

and sometimes the system constrains teachers. Some system characteristics can support 

some teachers and constrain others. Teachers and schools are unique and have a variety 

of differences from each other. Personal characteristics and beliefs about teaching and 

learning may vary widely with teachers on one grade level and in one school. Negotiating 

challenges and constraints is a part of the work of educating children in our education 

system. Systems must allow for differences and allow for change because there will 

always be change. Policies and structures in place that allow for change and adaptation 

are important. 

Networks of influence and networks of decisions. As can be seen by the 

analysis of data for both the research questions, a major finding from this study is that 

teacher decision-making does not happen in isolation. Even for one teacher in one school 

across one semester there were a huge variety of interconnecting influences that ranged 

from minor to major in scope (see Figure 23). Ms. Anderson was constantly negotiating 

tensions brought about by this variety of influences. Some of these influences were 
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constant across the semester, but some were not. Ms. Anderson had to be adaptive and 

responsive to influences as they emerged and changed across space and time. Each 

influence interconnected in complex ways with other influences to make a massively 

entangled network of influences. 

 In addition, decisions made by Ms. Anderson were not made in isolation. 

Descriptions of decisions made across the semester showed a variety of influences on 

each decision. Each decision was made based on what Ms. Anderson knew about and 

believed at the time the decision was made. The system was constantly self-organizing in 

response to changes in the system, so once a decision was made, the system shifted. 

Thus, each decision was part of a network of other decisions. 

 Kuhn (2008), Davis et al. (2013), and Lemke and Sabelli (2008) encourage 

researchers to design studies from beginning to end that recognize the uniqueness of 

individual contexts using complex systems theories. For this research, use of a 

complexity lens allowed these findings to become visible in analyzing the decisions made 

by one teacher in one education system about her work. These findings about networks of 

influence and networks of decisions are significant in the research on teacher decision-

making.  

Influence can go both ways. A finding from this research was that Ms. Anderson 

seemed to have more influence on her particular education system than the system had on 

her, mainly because of her outside of school colleagues, professional development, etc. 

The system allowed her to do her work, although the particular school system did not 

really support her work. I would consider her system as neutral to her work. She could 
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work in it, but much of her support came from outside the system. Because of this, small 

shifts in this school system could make it very difficult for her to work there or could 

make it better for her. Changes such as mandated curriculum, pacing guides, mandatory 

test prep, a district literacy policy and focus (if it did not match up well enough with her 

own beliefs) could cause shifts in this system which would then bring out self-organizing 

and emergence, with unpredictable results for her. Ms. Anderson was not only influenced 

by the system, but she had an influence on the system through contributions such as 

curriculum writing and sharing the knowledge she gained through her personal inquiries 

and practices with others in the school. 

The teacher decision-making literature does discuss the influence of colleagues 

and professional development (Cimbricz, 2003; Cohen, 1995; Darling-Hammond et al., 

2009). However, this research shows the extensive influence on Ms. Anderson from a 

broad range of people, groups, and ideas, many which were outside of the school and 

district and also shows her influence in the system as well. The level of detail about the 

kinds of agents that influence teachers’ decisions and that teachers have an influence in 

their individual context shown in this research is an important contribution to the teacher 

decision-making literature. 

One possible implication for education from this finding is to consider funding for 

teachers to participate in voluntary professional development inside and/or outside of 

their own district on topics that are of interest to them and encouraging association with 

professional colleagues inside and/or outside of their district to learn about new concepts 

or to provide support for classroom practices. Teachers who are motivated to participate 
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in this type of professional development could bring this learning back to their classroom 

and have an impact at their school. 

Teacher beliefs are not static. Another surprising finding was that even though 

Ms. Anderson was very confident in herself as a teacher and was firm in her beliefs about 

certain aspects of teaching and learning, her beliefs were continuing to evolve. Her 

association with outside of school colleagues challenged her to think about her teaching 

practices. In addition to learning from her own inquiries, she watched and read about 

their inquiries in their own classrooms and learned from their inquiries through her 

connections with them. These associations seemed to allow her to stand in inquiry, even 

about her beliefs about teaching and learning. One example of a teacher belief that was 

evolving was Ms. Anderson’s continual thinking about the use of whole class novels 

versus independent reading. She continued to ponder what was best for her students. 

Teacher beliefs about a wide variety of educational topics are represented in the decision-

making literature (Fang, 1996; Gill & Hoffman, 2009; Griffith et al., 2013; Karoven et 

al., 2013; McMillan, 2003; Mitchell, 1980; O’Brien & Norton, 1991; Shavelson & Stern, 

1981; Schmidt & Kennedy, 1990) and mention is made of challenges of decisions when 

there is a mismatch between peripheral beliefs and core beliefs (Phipps, 2009). However, 

this research adds to the teacher decision-making literature by showing that teachers’ 

beliefs about teaching and learning continue to evolve through learning and experience. 

A possible implication for education from this finding is that standing in inquiry 

is an effective stance for teachers to take when learning to be adaptive and reflective 

teachers. If teachers allow themselves to be open to continually learning about their craft 
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and learn to become adaptive and reflective, changes may happen for them. Beliefs about 

themselves as learners, beliefs about what students are capable of achieving, and various 

other beliefs can possibly be shifted over time through inquiry and experience. Also, if 

education systems want to encourage teachers to be adaptive and reflective, then 

structures must be in place to allow for adaptive and responsive work. Allowing teachers 

to be continual learners requires a system that is flexible enough to support the changes 

that may take place because of this learning. 

HSD offers descriptions and explanations. Using HSD tools for analysis of the 

data (Eoyang & Holladay, 2013) for this study provided descriptions and explanations of 

selected decisions made by Ms. Anderson across the semester of the study. These 

analyses provided detailed descriptions of conditions that were in place that could have 

triggered or generated decisions made by Ms. Anderson. Use of these tools for analysis of 

data in research provides new opportunities for researchers to describe and explain 

complex phenomena such as teacher decision-making in the context of the decision-

making process. Use of these tools in research has the potential to transform not only 

research in education in general, but on teacher decision-making specifically. 

A possible implication of this finding is to encourage the use of HSD models as 

tools to describe and explain complex systems. These tools help to shine light on 

underlying conditions for self-organizing at work that help shape patterns in a system. 

Although analysis was done for this research at the level of the teacher, scale matters. 

The same data could have been analyzed at a different scale or using different decision 

points, and the information gained from the analysis would have been different.  
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Step towards understanding underlying conditions. These findings as a whole 

move the field forward in understanding conditions that are in place that potentially 

explain decisions that teachers make. Also, these analysis tools have the potential to 

provide information about options for future action if used in an Adaptive Action Cycle 

(Eoyang & Holladay, 2013) to set conditions for self-organizing and emergent change, 

although subsequent changes would be unpredictable. There is potential for use of these 

tools in research on teacher decision-making and on educational change. 

Contextual factors are important. Decision-making about writing instruction 

for Ms. Anderson was influenced by a complex relationship of a variety of factors. For 

example, a particular contextual factor for this system was school level scheduling. This 

affected the planning and design of lessons in individual classroom contexts. In this 

context, the district policy of skinny and block classes combined with the principal 

decision to have Ms. Anderson teach several types of classes caused many tensions for 

her on a daily basis. In this context, testing policies made at the state level, district, and 

school level were a contextual factor that influenced decisions. Mitchell (1980), 

McMillan (2003), and Griffith et al. (2013) all considered that multiple factors influence 

teacher decision-making. For this study, findings were similar to McMillan (2003) in that 

Ms. Justin, Ms. Bennett, and Ms. Anderson seemed to be striving to balance their beliefs 

about education and learning with internal and external factors in their unique system. 

One of those external factors was high-stakes testing. However, findings in this study 

also showed that, similar to O’Brien and Norton’s research (1991), Ms. Anderson seemed 

to have developed a complex system of beliefs that seemed to be able to diminish the 
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limitations and counteract constraints for her. She could adapt to her surroundings and 

accommodate differences, at least for the duration of this study. However, findings from 

this research point to many more external influences on one teacher’s decisions than have 

previously been identified in research.  

An implication for this finding is that testing policies are one of the many unique 

contextual factors in teacher decision-making. Teachers often have to make minor and 

sometimes major changes in their work in response to testing policies. Policy makers 

need to understand that changes made at the system level influence teaching decisions 

made in individual classrooms all across the state that vary widely from district to district 

and school to school depending on individual contexts. In this case, testing policies at the 

state level were applied in this classroom but did not effectively change the way the class 

was taught because of Ms. Anderson’s beliefs about teaching and learning that greatly 

affected her work. In other cases, this might not be true.  

An overall implication from these major findings has to do with complexity 

research and education. Use of a complexity lens provides valuable information about 

individual contexts for teachers working in an education system. Use of a complexity lens 

in education research requires the understanding that work in schools is complex and that 

a complex systems lens influences research from the beginning to the end (Lemke & 

Sabelli, 2008). More research with this lens about teacher decision-making, classroom 

instruction, professional development, and a variety of other areas of education would 

provide important descriptive and explanatory information about how educational 

systems work and how teachers work within those systems. 
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Researcher’s Reflections 

Ms. Anderson was not representative of a typical teacher. She was chosen 

specifically because of her association with NWP and because she was considered to be a 

great writing teacher by her NWP colleagues, which was recognized by her award of 

High School Teacher of Excellence last year by the regional NCTE organization. Her 

experiences were unique to her. Ms. Anderson was a fascinating teacher to observe and 

had the ability to articulate her thinking with a high level of detail. She had a sense of 

professionalism that may be considered above normal in the teaching profession. 

Although this was only her seventh year of teaching, she had packed a tremendous 

amount of professional development and unique teaching experiences into those years, 

which was not typical of the everyday teacher.  

This research relied on interviews and observations of one teacher. Because 

interviews only took place approximately every two weeks across a span of time, Ms. 

Anderson was required to look back over lesson plans and recall what happened up to 

two weeks previous to the interview. Ms. Anderson was extremely articulate in 

describing her thinking about almost everything. She seemed to know why she was doing 

things, what she was considering, and could even articulate her tentative plans for the 

next semester based on what she knew at the time, although she seemed to be tentative 

and flexible, acknowledging the constraints of curriculum, testing practices, beliefs about 

students, etc. However, it was impossible to remember, much less articulate, all the minor 

and major decisions that are made on a daily basis by a teacher in the classroom. 

Sometimes Ms. Anderson could not remember exactly why she did something because of 
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the time that had elapsed, but she did an amazing job recalling what she could remember 

and providing details that described her thinking. 

Looking at schools through a complexity lens was a fascinating way to view 

schools and teachers at work. In analyzing the data and trying to find patterns, sometimes 

it was challenging to produce graphics that represented what the data were showing. The 

creation of graphics seemed to simplify the complexity in the data. Figure 23 was an 

attempt to show the complexity of the influences on Ms. Anderson in her decision-

making, but it was still only two-dimensional and did not adequately represent the data as 

a whole across space and time.  

Even interviewing one teacher across a semester, the amount of data was huge. 

HSD models and analysis could go on forever because of the amount of decisions that 

were made over the course of a semester by this one teacher. Imagine the complexity in 

moving up one level of scale to looking at more than one teacher or down one level of 

scale to look closely at all the students that this one teacher had in her classes. I had to 

limit my analysis to the scale of the teacher just to be able to do the analysis. 

Although I tried to be an observer in the classroom and not influence any 

decisions that were made by Ms. Anderson, just the act of having conversations with me 

that required her to think about what decisions she was making and why she was making 

them may have had an influence on her. After doing her final member check on the 

writing, she emailed me this comment. 

It was kind of weird going back down memory lane . . . last semester seems so far 

away right now. I work things out in my head when I am able to talk. So, I feel 
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this whole process has given me some insights I can take into next year. (personal 

communication, May 27, 2014) 

This supports the pattern mentioned earlier that collaboration with colleagues was 

important to Ms. Anderson in her decision-making process. Even conversations about 

this research may be considered an underlying condition at work in her complex, 

emerging, self-organizing system. 

Summary 

 Ultimately, the findings from this research showed that influences on teacher 

decision-making were not isolated but were part of a network of influences. High-stakes 

testing did influence teacher decision-making but was only one of many other 

interconnected influences. The education system influenced teacher decisions, but the 

teacher also influenced the system. Also, teacher beliefs influenced decisions but were 

not static. HSD analyses showed some of the underlying conditions that influenced 

decision-making. The findings showed that decisions were not made in isolation but were 

made as part of a network of other decisions.  

Complexity is an unusual lens to research education. This research study used 

complexity theories from beginning to end to study what influenced teacher decision-

making about writing instruction in a high-stakes writing assessment context. The 

primary interest for this research was to explore teaching in a high-stakes testing grade to 

see if testing influenced teacher decision-making in this teacher’s work over the course of 

the study, and it did. However, using a complexity lens and HSD models for analyzing 

the data allowed insight into the individual context of a single teacher. Yes, testing was 
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an influence in this teacher’s decisions, but many other complex interrelated contextual 

factors contributed to decision-making as well. Understanding that testing policies are 

implemented across a system and that districts, schools, teachers, and students across this 

system are influenced by that policy in some way is important to know. But, seeing all of 

the other influences that factor into one teacher’s decisions was enlightening.  

A teacher’s work is not simple. A teacher’s work is not even complicated. A 

teacher’s work is complex because educational systems are made up of human beings 

who are trying to teach and learn together in situations where there are many students and 

one teacher, many teachers on the faculty of a school, many schools in a district, and 

many districts in a state. All of these people have a worldview, respond to specific rules, 

and have a view of reality. Tensions caused in this system lead to a variety of decisions at 

multiple levels of the system, which then shifts the system in unpredictable ways.  

Complex systems theories helped to describe the “individual, surprising, and not a 

little perverse” context for Ms. Anderson in her decision-making for her classroom 

(Lemke & Sabelli, 2008, p. 129). Even though analysis from this research study was not 

predictive, knowledge gained from this research could show the overall features of how 

change takes place in the work of a particular teacher and how she fit into her individual 

educational system. We learned why she made the decisions that she made, what she was 

thinking when she made them, and how she was planning to go forward in helping her 

students reach their goals for the school year and for their future lives. Although “[w]e 

cannot have complete knowledge of complex systems” (Cilliers, 2005, p. 258), we now 

have more knowledge of this particular complex system than we had before. Even though 
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the descriptions and explanations were partial, based on the frameworks used, these 

descriptions provided us with some of the “qualitative features of the change process that 

may not be intuitively evident to a linear logic of cause and effect” (Lemke & Sabelli, 

2008, p. 124).  

Cilliers (2005) reminds us of the importance of creative processes like reading 

and writing. He states 

Reading books, listening to music, appreciating art and film is not a form of 

entertainment to be indulged in after we have done our serious work. These 

creative activities stimulate our imagination and thereby transform the 

frameworks we apply when apprehending the world. If we do not foster the 

creative arts, we will end up in the well-managed dystopia of the brave new 

world. (pp. 264-265) 

Education is not just about teaching students to pass tests. It is much more than that, and 

understanding how the current trend of high-stakes tests affects teachers and students in 

classrooms all across the country is important to know. If teaching school is like going 

through a maze where each decision changes the walls of the maze, then this research can 

provide at least some description and explanation for the shifts that happen and what may 

influence those shifting walls, at least for this teacher in her complex individual context. 
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Language Arts Coordinator/Principal Semi-structured Interview Protocol 
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Language Arts Coordinator/Principal Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

1. Does your district/school have a literacy policy or position statement? If yes, can 

you describe it, and may I have a copy? Are teachers in your district/school aware 

of this? If yes, do you feel it influences teachers’ decisions about instruction? 

Please clarify. 

 

2. What other district/school policies, practices, assessments, professional 

development opportunities, etc. do you feel may influence teachers in your district 

as far as literacy instruction, particularly writing and writing instruction? Please 

clarify. 

 

3. Is there anything at the district/school level that particularly influences literacy 

instruction in high-stakes assessment grades? In any subject? In English classes? 

Please clarify. 

 

4. Is there anything else at the district/school level that you can think of that might 

influence teachers’ decisions regarding writing and writing instruction? Please 

clarify. 
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Teacher Semi-structured Interview Protocol 
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Teacher Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

 

For each type of course taught (e.g. English I, Pre-AP English I, Pre-AP English II, etc.): 

1. Looking at your lesson plans for the past two weeks, what do you feel influenced 

your decisions about writing instruction for each lesson? (Use lesson plans as a 

springboard for these discussions by having copies of them available at the table) 

Please clarify. 

2. Has anything happened in the last two weeks that you feel has influenced your 

decisions about writing instruction for this course or you feel may influence your 

future decisions about writing instruction for this course? District? School? Grade 

level? Individually? With students? Please clarify. 

 

After discussing each course: 

Is there anything else that you want to add about your overall experiences in the past two 

weeks that you feel has influenced your decisions about writing instruction or you feel 

may influence your future decisions about writing instruction? District? School? Grade 

level? Individually? With students? Please clarify. 
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Code Who/What Date in 2013 

INT 1 Language Arts 

Coordinator/Interview 

September 18 

INT 2 Principal/Interview November 15 

INT 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4 Teacher/Interview 1 September 26 

INT 4 Teacher/Interview 2 October 9 

INT 5.1, 5.2, 5.3 Teacher/Interview 3 October 16 

INT 6 Teacher/Interview 4 October 30 

INT 7 Teacher/Interview 5 November 13 

INT 8 Teacher/Interview 6 December 2 

INT 9 Teacher/Interview 7 December 18 

FN 1 Language Arts 

Coordinator/Interview 

September 18 

FN 2 Principal/Interview November 15 

FN 3 Teacher/Interview 1 September 26 

FN 4 Teacher/Interview 2 October 9 

FN 5 Teacher/Interview 3 October 16 

FN 6 Teacher/Interview 4 October 30 

FN 7 Teacher/Interview 5 November 13 

FN 8 Teacher/Interview 6 December 2 

FN 9 Teacher/Interview 7 December 18 

FN 10 Grade Level Meeting 

Observation 1 

October 23 

FN 11 Grade Level Meeting 

Observation 2 

November 14 

FN 12 A2 Observation 1 October 11 

FN 13 B3 Observation 1 October 8 

FN 14 B4 Observation 1 October 8 

FN 15 A2 Observation 2 October 29 

FN 16 B3 Observation 2 October 28 

FN 17 B4 Observation 2 October 28 

FN 18 A2 Observation 3 November 18 

FN 19 B3 Observation 3 November 11 

FN 20 B4 Observation 3 November 11 

FN 21 A2 Observation 4 December 17 

FN 22 B3 Observation 4 December 16 

FN 23 B4 Observation 4 December 16 

RJ 1 Researcher/Journal September 2013 – May 2014 
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CODE Who/What Description of Document(s) 

DOC 1.1 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

Newsletter to high school principals 

DOC 1.2 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

Newsletter to middle school principals 

DOC 1.3 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

District ELA IB writing requirements 

2013-2014 Grade 6-12 

DOC 1.4 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

District Writing Rubric 

DOC 1.5 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

Examples of RAFT Assignments – 

handout for principals 

DOC 1.6 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

7
th

 grade district curriculum 

 

DOC 1.7 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

8
th

 grade district curriculum 

 

DOC 1.8 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

English I district curriculum 

 

DOC 1.9 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

English II district curriculum 

 

DOC 1.10 Language Arts 

Coordinator 

Interview 

TEKS ELA and Reading (K-Eng IV) and 

E for speakers of other languages (ESOL 

I-II) – vertical alignment version of all 

sections (Reading, Writing, Figure 19, 

Oral and written communication, 

Research, listening and speaking, ESOL I 

and II 

 

DOC 2.1 Principal Interview Look 2 Learning data collection form 

DOC 2.2 Principal Interview School demographics data from TEA 

website (2012 Indicators, AEIS reports, 

etc.) 

DOC 3.1 Teacher Interview 1 Class calendars for 3 class types 

DOC 3.2 Teacher Interview 1 Course syllabus for 3 class types 
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DOC 3.3 Teacher Interview 1 Took screen prints of website – home 

page, each section like Turn-it-in, MLA, 

classroom policies, Edmodo, Edublogs, 

campus calendar, online textbook, About 

Me, Syllabus, Absent Binders (4 types – 

Skinny Pre-AP, Block Pre-AP, Block 

Regular I, Block Regular II), 

handouts/assignments, projects, etc.  

DOC 3.4 Teacher interview 1 Screen prints of Prezi from website home 

page 

DOC 3.5 Teacher interview 1 Mentor text used in class – “Beverly 

Eckert, 55, remembers her husband, Sean 

Rooney” from the book All There Is, 

chapter called Lost 

DOC 4.1 Teacher Interview 2 Mentor text – Indian Education (from 

The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in 

Heaven) by Sherman Alexie 

DOC 4.2 Teacher Interview 2 Encyclopedia of a Workshop Class by 

Ms. Anderson 

DOC 4.3 Teacher Interview 2 Historical Fiction Research Project 

pages, Cornell notes handout 

DOC 4.4 Teacher Interview 2 Emmett Till biography – do not know 

where she got it, handout for students 

DOC 5.1 Teacher Interview 3 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English II 

DOC 5.2 Teacher Interview 3 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Pre-AP English I 

DOC 5.3 Teacher Interview 3 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English I 

DOC 5.4 Teacher Interview 3 Textual Evidence handout 

DOC 5.5 Teacher Interview 3 PPT handout - Non-Fiction & Research – 

Test Review 

DOC 5.6 Teacher Interview 3 PPT handout – Is this source reliable? 

DOC 5.7 Teacher Interview 3 Website – How to use Edublogs 

DOC 5.8 Teacher Interview 3 Handout of Blog Post Assignment sheet 

DOC 5.9 Teacher Interview 3 PPT – Remembering September 11, 2011 

DOC 5.10 Teacher Interview 3 Handout – Creating Powerful Sentences 

– includes codes to sign up for Edmodo 

DOC 5.11 Teacher Interview 3 Signposts handout – Signposts you might 

notice 

DOC 5.12 Teacher Interview 3 Handout on What is a Concept Map? 

DOC 5.13 Teacher Interview 3 Historical Fiction Research Project 
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handouts – (also from previous 

interview) – includes Historical Events of 

the 20
th

 Century – list of topics students 

could choose from 

DOC 6.1 Teacher Interview 4 

 

Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English II 

DOC 6.2 Teacher Interview 4 

 

Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Pre-AP English I 

DOC 6.3 Teacher Interview 4 

 

Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English I 

DOC 6.4 Teacher Interview 4 

 

Handout – Teacher created from previous 

class - Rhetorical Moves of Persuasion 

DOC 6.5 Teacher Interview 4 Teacher created letter to principal using 

students previous sentences 

DOC 6.6 Teacher Interview 4 LEADS for Narrative – handout 

DOC 6.7 Teacher Interview 4 The Big Five Literary Terms – handout 

DOC 6.8 Teacher Interview 4 Oct 14, 2013 Teacher blog from 

edublogs – The Unexpected 

DOC 7.1 Teacher Interview 5 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English II 

DOC 7.2 Teacher Interview 5 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Pre-AP English I 

DOC 7.3 Teacher Interview 5 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English I 

DOC 7.4 Teacher Interview 5 Photo of poster on the back wall – Books 

Finished 

DOC 7.5 Teacher Interview 5 Extra Credit Book Club – handout 

DOC 7.6 Teacher Interview 5 Document from website  

-Historical Fiction Research Project 

submission guidelines 

DOC 7.7 Teacher Interview 5 Document from website 

-To Kill a Mockingbird Test review 

DOC 7.8 Teacher Interview 5 Document from website 

-The Big Five handout – similar to one 

from previous interview 

DOC 7.9 Teacher Interview 5 Nov 3 Blogs from class Edublogs – 

teacher blog that linked to 7 student 

blogs – saved teacher blog and all 7 

student blogs in a word document 

DOC 7.10 Teacher Interview 5 Nov 13 Blogs from class Edublogs – 

teacher blog that linked to student blogs 

– saved teacher blog and all student blogs 
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that were linked in the teacher blog 

DOC 7.11 Teacher Interview 5 Teacher blog referenced in the interview 

– from Jan 21, 2013 called Differences 

that Make a Difference – also pulled off 

all other teacher blogs from this site if 

she had linked to them in the original 

blog – this site is her class edublogs from 

last year but she is using it as her 

personal teacher blogging site now 

DOC 8.1 Teacher Interview 6 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English II 

DOC 8.2 Teacher Interview 6 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Pre-AP English I 

DOC 8.3 Teacher Interview 6 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English I 

DOC 8.4 Teacher Interview 6 To Kill a Mockingbird handout – Chapter 

1, Chapter 29, Chapter 31, Motif – 

chapter 10, Chapter 25, Chapter 30 – 

possibly a handout used with text for a 

test? 

DOC 8.5 Teacher Interview 6 9
th

 Grade Research Expectations handout 

– checklist – other side Preface 

Instructions 

DOC 8.6 Teacher Interview 6 Photos of piece of mentor text used from 

Penny Kittle’s book Book Love – teacher 

used these for a lesson she talked about – 

building reading stamina to prepare for 

college level reading 

DOC 8.7 Teacher Interview 6 Teacher Reading Reflection model – 

handout 

DOC 8.8 Teacher Interview 6 Handout version of PPT called 

Tool_UnderstandRememberApplyEvalua

te – expository writing 

DOC 8.9 Teacher Interview 6 Nov 22 Teacher blog – personal one she 

wrote for NCTE presentation – has a 

screen capture of her Penultimate 

conferencing pages she uses in her 

classroom to keep track of students 

writing conferences and feedback from 

writing assignments – uses NWP 

Analytic Writing Criteria and STAAR 

scoring 
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DOC 9.1 Teacher Interview 7 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English II 

DOC 9.2 Teacher Interview 7 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Pre-AP English I 

DOC 9.3 Teacher Interview 7 Lesson Plans – Absent binder printout for 

Regular English I 

DOC 9.4 Teacher Interview 7 Dec 5 Blog from Class Edublogs – 

teacher blog used as mentor text – 

Shattering Our Normal 

DOC 9.5 Teacher Interview 7 Handout – 2 expository test examples – 

one from This I Believe, Inc. website 

http://thisibelieve.org, and the other from 

Essays that Worked: 50 Essays from 

Successful Applications to the nation’s 

Top Colleges book 

DOC 9.6 Teacher Interview 7 Blog from teacher blog Dec 4 where she 

is trying to decide if she is going to share 

– Shattering Our Normal blog with her 

students – called Writing Enriches our 

Lives 

DOC 9.7 Teacher Interview 7 Another blog from her teacher blog – 

Nov 26, 2013 called Remembering to 

Celebrate – it’s is about celebrating that 

students are making progress in reading 

when they get a choice about what they 

want to read 

DOC 9.8 Teacher Interview 7 Another blog from her teacher blog – Jan 

21, 2013 called Re-visioning – 

Differences that Make a Difference – she 

referenced this during the interview 

DOC 9.9 Teacher Interview 7 Another blog from her teacher blog – 

November 15, 2012 – What We Can 

Name, We Can Emulate – she referenced 

this during the interview also 

DOC 9.10 Teacher Interview 7 Teacher Notes on Evernote using 

Penultimate – English II A2 – Sept 2013 

– Dec 2013 

 Feedback/grade on first 

expository writing? – using NWP 

Analytic Writing Continuum 

sections and STAAR scoring 

 Feedback/grade for Writing 

http://thisibelieve.org/
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Thematic Statements – using 

common rubrics – scores from 

concept maps of Ender’s Game? 

DOC 9.11 Teacher Interview 7 Teacher Notes on Evernote using 

Penultimate – English I B3 - Sept 2013 – 

Dec 2013 

 Feedback/grade on first writing – 

using NWP Analytic Writing 

Continuum sections and STAAR 

scoring 

 Feedback/grade on Notes for 

Writing Thematic Statements – 

using common rubrics – scores 

from concept maps of Ender’s 

Game 

 Feedback/grade on another piece 

of writing – using NWP Analytic 

Writing Continuum sections and 

STAAR scoring 

DOC 9.12 Teacher Interview 7 Teacher Notes on Evernote using 

Penultimate – Pre-AP English I B4 - Sept 

2013 – Dec 2013 

 MSG Reflection – reading goals? 

– finished: Reading: Goal: Next: 

 Blog Feedback? 

 Using common form – Content, 

Structure, Stance, Syntax, 

Diction, and Conventions – NWP 

Analytic Writing Continuum 

sections – notes and feedback – 

checklist? – is this for the 

Historical fiction research project 

preface and story? 

 EG Concept Map Grading 

Rubric? – Quotes & Context, 

Thesis Statement, Links, Clusters, 

Visual Appeal - 40 

DOC 10.1 Grade Level 

Observation 1 

Structure – How to Plan and Organize – 

handout from Ms. Anderson through 

English department chair about 

expository text structures 

DOC 10.2 Grade Level LEADS – How to Begin - Handout from 
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Observation 1 Ms. Anderson through Department Chair 

about powerful leads – created in a 

previous year for STAAR prep 

DOC 10.3 Grade Level 

Observation 1 

Mentor texts for Expository/Persuasive – 

9 short essays from magazines or 

newspapers gathered by teachers to 

contribute to a pool of mentor text for 

expository to use with students – most 

from Department Chair but some from 

the other teachers – one is about the 

school football team from the school 

paper 

DOC 11.1 Grade Level 

Observation 2 

What is an Expository Essay? – handout 

from Ms. Anderson 

DOC 11.2 Grade Level 

Observation 2 

Expository ppt – handout form – Ms. 

Anderson created the ppt 

DOC 11.3 Grade Level 

Observation 2 

Expository text structures – similar but 

not the same as the one from Obs 1 

DOC 11.4 Grade Level 

Observation 2 

Expository text structures – same as one 

from Obs 1 

DOC 12 General Documents Miscellaneous documents such as 

principal bio from internet and teacher 

website 
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APPENDIX E 

Excerpt from Teacher Interview 2 Transcript 

(INT 5.1, p. 2) 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Sample Absent Binder Page With Notes B4 Pre-AP 

(FN 6, p. 3) 
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APPENDIX G 

Excerpt from Field Notes of B3 Classroom Observation 2, October 28, 2013 

 

(FN 16, p. 2) 
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APPENDIX H 

Mind Map 
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APPENDIX I 

 

Excerpts from Notes from Data Analysis 
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Web on Testing Requirements and School/District Requirements 
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Beliefs About Students Notes, p. 2 
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Common Classroom Practices Notes, p. 3 
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APPENDIX J 

 

Excerpt from “Encyclopedia of a Workshop Classroom” 

by Ms. Anderson 

 

(DOC 4.2, p. 6) 
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APPENDIX K 

 

Text from Ms. Anderson’s Teacher Blog “Revisioning” from November 22, 2013 

 

(DOC 8.9) 
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I was the teacher who heard about mini-lessons and wanted to have one written for every 

day of the school year. When I attended conferences and heard about reading 

comprehension strategies or tools for revision, I was afraid I didn’t know the exact order 

and pacing for introducing these tools and strategies to my students. I was eager to adopt 

a workshop model, but my desire to plan out and control everything was hindering what 

was possible. Luckily, teachers from the … Writing Project modeled for me and helped 

me envision something better. As I continued to pursue my questions about 

reading/writing workshop, I realized that the power of workshop is the ability to adapt 

based on what is discovered about students and their work. 

 

As teachers, I think we instinctively know the importance of looking at what is going on, 

asking ourselves why it matters, and deciding what will/should happen next. What? So 

What? Now What? Glenda Eoyang and Royce Holladay term this complex process 

Adaptive Action. Grounded in Human System Dynamics (HSD), Adaptive Action is “the 

iterative process we use to leverage unpredictable change for individuals, organizations, 

and communities.” While I can’t plan or control “unpredictable change,” I can leverage 

uncertainty by trusting in the routines and structures of a workshop classroom. 

 

 Book Talks 

 Quickwrites 

 Mini-lessons 

 Express Edits 

 Reading & Writing Conferences 

 Peer Response Groups 

 Reflection & Goal Setting Assignments 

 

When I listen, observe, and trust my students, I feel more confident about making 

decisions without feeling the need to control every detail. Instructional design revised as 

we assess strengths and needs is foundational to our work as a writing project site, but we 

needed a way to talk about adaptive action with teachers new to our community. 

Revisioning became one of our pillars of belief, helping us explain that writers and 

educators not only “revise,” fix what is not working, but also “envision,” see what is 

possible. With each iteration in the workshop classroom, we move closer to our aim of a 

community of readers and writers who are willing to not only revision our words, but also 

our stories, our lives, our community, and our world. 

 

Once I trusted in the process, I needed to figure out the best way for me to manage notes 

from conferences, student reflections, and assessment of their work. I found Penultimate 

and Evernote helped me collect data, view it in different ways to look for patterns, and 

make notes to inform next steps. What? So What? Now What? These tools became what 

we often refer to as “a difference that makes a difference” because it puts the information 

I need to revision right at my fingertips whether at home or at school. 
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Below are my notes as I assessed my 9th grade students’ personal narratives and their 

work throughout our narrative unit. By using Penultimate, I could create a custom paper 

to be the background of this electronic notebook, print copies for students, and still have 

notes ready for future conferences. I can view all the notes at once to look for patterns 

across our class and make decisions about mini-lessons that would benefit everyone. I 

can add reminders to myself in other colors to help me remember what I want to talk 

about with specific students. I can even drop each student’s individual feedback into 

Evernote with other conference notes and reflections. 

 

 
 

What tools have you found helpful as you utilize your assessment and conversations with 

students to plan next steps? 

 

Eoyang, G. H. and Holladay, R. (2013). Adaptive Action: Leveraging uncertainty in your 

organization. Palo Alton, CA: Stanford University Press. 

  



329 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX L 

 

Lesson from Whiteboard on November 11, 2013 in Pre-AP English I 

(FN 20, pp. 8-9) 
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APPENDIX M 

 

Text from Ms. Anderson’s Teacher Blog “The Unexpected” 

 

(DOC 6.8) 
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Finding money in your coat pocket. A fire alarm at a school choir concert. A student that 

stops by and leaves a sticky note about the impact you have made. Every day there are 

things that pop up unexpectedly. Some good. Some bad. Yet, how do we respond? 

 
I expect to see writing assignments that are completed in mere minutes before students 

crash into their beds, tired from busy schedules. I expect to see reading check tests 

bombed because of pages left unread. I expect to see commas where they don’t belong 

and missing where they do. My reaction? Usually, one of frustration or disappointment. 

 
However, on a regular basis I’m surprised by the unexpected. I have the privilege of 

reading personal narratives that give a glimpse into the heart as students write with 

bravery and courage about loss, relationships, and triumphs. Students share exposition 

about their passions with knowledge and expertise, and I’m convinced that they will one 

day have a career doing what they love. Students take an extra few minutes to stay and 

share about a book they have recently devoured. How do I respond? Perhaps, without 

enough celebration. 

 
As I was grading papers last night, a news reel about the Spirit Flight that caught fire 

when the engine exploded caught my attention. They played a recording from passenger, 

Casey Rogers, and I was so struck by his words, I kept rewinding the DVR to try to catch 

his phrasing. He explains how he was “sitting there thinking to [himself]…I see this on 

movies. I’m usually sitting on my couch eating popcorn…I’ve always thought this will 

never happen to me. And here I am; I’m 25,000 feet above the ground and this is 

happening to me.” 

 
It may not be watching our plane go up in flames, but there is no question that we will all 

experience that moment when we think to ourselves I can’t believe “this is happening to 

me.” I think the real question becomes how will we respond? 

 
I know I don’t want to take life’s troubles or blessings for granted. I want to pause a little 

more often to appreciate that I’m alive to experience the unexpected. What about you? 

Do you have a story to tell about something unexpected? 
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APPENDIX N 

 

Text from Ms. Anderson’s Teacher Blog “Shattering Our Normal” 

 

(DOC 9.4) 
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Overacting. Ridiculous plot lines. Antiquated special effects. Daytime Soap Operas that 

follow a cast of characters through marriages, births, paternity tests, divorces, deaths, and 

chances to come back from the dead are no longer the bread and butter of network 

television. In fact, cancelations leave only four major US soap operas on the air, yet I’m 

thankful for one show in particular. 

 

When I was ten years old, I couldn’t wait for my mother to return home from work and 

settle into her chair after dinner. The VHS tape would be put in the video player, and we 

would be one episode closer to knowing if Jason would leave Sonny and go back to the 

Quartermaines or whether Sonny would ultimately choose Brenda or Carly. It was a 

tradition passed on to me and my sister from our mother who was hooked by watching 

with our grandmother. 

 

Our tradition made me feel at home at 2:00 in the afternoon in my dorm room between 

classes. My mother was five hours away, but we still had the nurses’ ball and May 

sweeps to keep us connected while I was away at college. The tradition persisted more 

faithfully with the invention of TiVo and DVRs, and I would occasionally hear my 

brother or father ask if the rival gangster had been shot yet. 

 

They say that you can’t appreciate what you have until it is gone. But soap operas give us 

the chance to stand in someone else’s shoes. They make us mindful of how lucky we are 

to have lives a little less screwed up than the characters on the screen. They might even 

provide mini-rehearsals for life. 

 

Tonight, real life came crashing in, and I found out that my mother has cancer. I wanted 

to scream and to cry and to make sure she knows how very much I love her, but instead I 

went over to her house and ate some dinner as we watched the latest episode of General 

Hospital. Thankful for a sense of normalcy after our normal had been shattered. 

 

We made small talk as Robin, a character thought to be dead, is reunited with her 

daughter. I couldn’t help the tear that slipped down my face as they slowed the cameras 

and music for the climactic embrace. While I know all things must come to an end, even 

the Soap Opera era, it is impossible to imagine not having my mom. As I tried keeping it 

together, I couldn’t help but be thankful for all the moments we’ve shared because of a 

ridiculous show called General Hospital. 
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APPENDIX O 

 

Samples from Evernote Records with Penultimate Backgrounds 
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A2 English II Feedback 

(DOC 9.10) 
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B3 Concept Map Rubric 

(DOC 9.11) 
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B3 Narrative Feedback 

(DOC 9.11) 
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B 4 Grading Rubric 

(DOC 9.12) 
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B4 Analytical Writing Continuum Rubric 

(DOC 9.12) 
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B4 Reading List 

(DOC 9.12) 
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APPENDIX P 

 

Ms. Anderson’s Teacher Blog – “Re-visioning – Differences That Make a Difference” 

from January 21, 2013 

 

(DOC 9.8) 
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Recently at a leadership meeting for the [local site of the National] Writing Project, we 

started to discuss what words would communicate what we value most in our work as 

readers, writers, and teachers. With the idea of labeling five points of the …. we 

attempted to whittle down a list of over twenty words. 

 

The collective agreement about the importance of community landed the word a position 

in the center of the star, leaving five words left to articulate. Authenticity, that is allowing 

for student choice and attending to purpose and audience, was quickly accepted, followed 

by the importance of modeling and an inquiry stance. Although not originally in the top 

five, the importance of dialogue and creating spaces for meaningful talk amongst 

students emerged from conversation as well. 

 

With the final point of the star needing a word, we discussed conferencing with students 

about “next steps” as readers and writers, using formative data to drive our instructional 

decisions, using the Analytical Writing Continuum (link to previous teacher blog 

removed) to inform our writing instruction, and engaging students in meaningful 

revision. What word could capture this type of complex decision-making? Our 

conversation moved to the concept that Glenda Eoyang and Royce Holladay termed 

Adaptive Action. 

 

Grounded in Human System Dynamics (HSD), Adaptive Action is “the iterative process 

we use to leverage unpredictable change for individuals, organizations, and 

communities.” (Attractor, 2012). As teachers, we instinctively know the importance of 

looking at what is going on, asking ourselves why it matters, and deciding what 

will/should happen next. What? So What? Now What? However, we wanted a word that 

could communicate this decision-making concept to an audience unfamiliar with the 

work of HSD. 

 

Re-visioning seemed to capture the idea of “revising our instruction” based on what we 

learn about the individual needs of our students as well as engaging students in “revision” 

of not only their writing but also their identities and lives. As I continued to think about 

this term, I fell in love with the way it captures what I had the most difficult time 

accepting about a workshop classroom. While I can’t plan or control “unpredictable 

change,” I can “leverage uncertainty” by trusting in the routines and structures that are 

the “difference that makes a difference” in a workshop classroom. 

 

As a perfectionist and new teacher, I wanted to be able to plan out and control what was 

happening in my room. I was uncomfortable with the sense of failure that re-visioning 

can imply. I heard about things like “mini-lessons,” and I wanted to have one written for 

everyday of the year. I saw teachers sharing tools for monitoring comprehension or 

revision strategies for writing, and I was afraid I didn’t know the exact order and pacing 

for introducing these tools and strategies to my students. I missed that the power of a 

http://www.hsdinstitute.org/books-resources/read-the-latest/attractors.html
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workshop classroom is the ability to adapt based on what is discovered about students 

and their work. 

 

Re-visioning isn’t necessarily about what is wrong, but focusing on what is still possible; 

adapting as we gather new information. While this can happen from assessing student 

work or looking at test scores, I’m learning the most valuable data comes from 

conversations with students one-on-one or in small groups. 

 

While talking with my students about their work had been the basis of my classes with 

underrepresented students, my transition to Pre-AP English 1 caused me to abandon some 

of these conversations for a teaching method used in more traditional “sit and get” 

English classrooms focused on literature. I believed in a workshop-model approach; we 

still had notebooks and mini-lessons; students still had choice; and I was spending hours 

grading student writing. However, the powerful conversations about becoming readers 

and writers that gave me insight into my students’ abilities were missing, along with the 

strong relationships those conversations create. 

 

I’m learning that there is no perfect way to do “workshop,” but there are routines and 

structures that make “re-visioning” possible. I believe conferencing with students “is a 

difference that makes a difference.” In an age where the most prized data is often student 

test scores, and secondary teachers are the ones doing most of the talking, I’m convinced 

that conferences with students (and the structures and routines that make those possible in 

a workshop classroom) are crucial to helping our students improve. 

 

While I can’t plan out everything that happens, I can create time and space for students to 

work, allowing me the opportunity to have powerful conversations. This past weekend at 

the Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts, Cris Tovani explained that 

workshop means while “students are studying content, I’m studying them.” Conferences 

allow me to make decisions about what students need next, give instruction just when 

they need it, and make sure they understand my assessment of their work and how it can 

help their progress. Conferences help me plan book talks, mini-lessons, and assignments, 

select tools and strategies that will improve our work, and celebrate successes with my 

students. 

 

Discovering possibilities is what re-visioning is all about. While I was originally scared 

by the uncertainty of this process and uncomfortable with the notion of discovering 

through failure, I find comfort in the routines and structures that allow me to adapt and 

make the best decisions possible in the complex system of my classroom. I want to think 

more about what routines, structures, tools, and strategies help me with re-visioning and 

what helps my students engage in meaningful revision of their work and lives. I’m 

interested in learning more about the “difference that makes a difference” for you, so feel 

free to leave your thoughts in the comments below. 
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Rhetorical Moves of Persuasion 
 
 

Dear [Ms. Bennett], 
 

If you were to do a walk through on any given day in [Ms. Andersons'] A2 

English 2 class, you would see us writing wonderful essays, reading novels, working 

on projects, or learning how to use conjunctions and commas correctly. Our class is 

intelligent and hard working, so we believe that we deserve a chance to take a break 

and have some fun. We understand why you might have some reservations, but if you 

will take a moment from your busy schedule to consider our reasons, we are 

confident that you will grant permission for our Halloween party during A2 on 

October 31st. 

 
On any other day of the year, we would promptly enter class and get our desks 

ready with books, writer's notebooks, and pens or pencils; however, for just one day of 

our sophomore lives, we would like to have a party with food, drinks, and time to 

relax. [Ms. Anderson] is offering us this opportunity because we are hardworking 

students and a great obedient class. When people's efforts are rewarded, they are more 

likely to continue to improve in the future. If you approve our request, we will be 

respectful and complete our work after the holiday as we normally do, but this is no 

surprise because we, as Wildcats, are good, behaved, respectful students. 

 
On Halloween, or any other holiday that falls on a school day, it is natural for 

students to be unfocused thinking about plans with friends or family. Some of our 

classmates will not be able to celebrate with their families, and we would like to have 

the opportunity to celebrate this holiday together as friends. [Ms. Bennett], don't you 

remember in elementary school when we had parties for Halloween and Christmas 

and Valentine's Day? In high school, we never get a break from all the pressure and 

stress of due dates, assignments, and tests. We miss those times to just relax and be 

kids. We know we have growing responsibilities as young adults, so we should get to 

be kids for one class period, right? This party would help us relax and unwind from 

the stress of school for an hour and a half, allowing us to concentrate when necessary 

during our other classes. 
 

While you may feel that having a party would be a waste of time or a 

disruption to the other classes, we can assure you that these objections are 

unnecessary. Our party will be contained in the classroom with food, drinks, and 

maybe a movie. We will be behaved, responsible, and pick up after ourselves. We are 

going to be as quiet as possible, so we will not disturb the learning of others in this 

hall. Since we are ahead of the other classes, we can afford to spend this time having 

a party, and some students will use the time to get caught up on homework and 

projects because it is the end of the six weeks. 
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We have a dream where classes can have parties without consequences...In all 

seriousness, we understand why there are limits to bringing food and throwing 

parties, but we hope you will see that our hard work and good behavior should merit 

this privilege. We should have the opportunity to clear our minds and take a break as 

we enjoy a simple holiday together as friends. This party would be greatly 

appreciated, but we do need one thing, your approval. Please consider our proposal 

and join us for food and celebration on October 31st. 

 
With hope from your 10th 

Grade Students,  

[Ms. Anderson’s] A2 English 

Class 
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Referenced Materials 

 

Aesop’s Fables by Aesop 

Animal Farm by George Orwell 

Back of the Bus by Aaron Reynolds 

Beautiful Chaos by Kami Garcia and Margaret Stohl 

Before I Fall by Lauren Oliver 

City of Bones by Cassandra Clare  

Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life by Amy Krouse Rosenthal 

Ender’s Game by Orson Scott Card 

Heroes, Gods, and Monsters of the Greek Myths by Bernard Evslin 

Homeboyz by Alan Sitomer 

Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare 

Just One Day by Gayle Forman 

Legend by Marie Lu  

Looking for Alaska by John Green 

Lost December by Richard Paul Evans 

Nineteen Minutes by Jodi Picoult 

Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck  

Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare 

The First Part Last by Angela Johnson 

The Odyssey by Homer 

The Secret Story of Sonia Rodriguez by Alan Lawrence Sitomer 

The Time Keeper by Mitch Albom 

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee 

Tuesdays with Morrie by Mitch Albom 

Unwind by Neal Shusterman  
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