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General education teachers support the inclusion of students with disabilities, but 

researchers have found supports for students with disabilities in general education settings to be 

less than adequate. How teachers make decisions about supporting the learning of included 

students with disabilities is not well understood and may well be driven by teachers‟ own beliefs.  

A better understanding of the relationship between secondary teachers‟ beliefs and their practices 

for supporting students with disabilities is critical for efforts to help teachers improve their 

practice. Four secondary level general education language arts teachers were interviewed and 

observed 4 times to investigate how their beliefs were related to practices to support students 

with disabilities. Data were analyzed according to guidelines for grounded theory; the grounded 

theory was expressed as a series of proposition statements related to the core phenomenon of 

negotiating support for included students with disabilities. The propositions delineated 

relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and practices found in this dataset (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Teachers‟ beliefs about the content area, the needs of students with disabilities and their 

own roles and responsibilities influenced their practices for providing support for their included 

students with disabilities. The results have implications for researchers, teacher educators, 
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professional development providers and administrators seeking to influence teachers‟ practice in 

the area of supporting students with disabilities within general education classes. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The defining characteristic of education in the United States throughout the last 50 years is 

a relentless press for reform to improve educational outcomes for all students. For students with 

disabilities, the most dramatic aspect of reform concerned where they received their education. 

Today, most students with disabilities spend the majority of the school day in general education 

classrooms and are taught mainly by general education teachers (U. S. Department of Education, 

2010).  The greater part of the responsibility for the education of students with disabilities within 

the prevailing service delivery model in today‟s public schools resides with general education 

teachers. How willing and able general education teachers are to provide support for students 

with disabilities, therefore, is an important influence on the success of students with disabilities. 

 The largest numbers of students with disabilities included in general education 

classrooms are those that have been identified as having specific learning disabilities; students 

with learning disabilities comprise 39% of students with disabilities, and are the single largest 

disability group. In the fall of 2006, the most recent year for which data is available, 59% of 

students with specific learning disabilities ages 6-21 received all or most of their instruction in 

the general education classroom, that is, they were outside the regular school class less than 21% 

of the time (U. S. Department of Education, 2010). In the 2007-08 school year, students with 

specific learning disabilities made up 5.2% of all students enrolled in public K-12 schools (U. S. 

Department of Education) so that, in today‟s classrooms, chances are good that a general 

education teacher will have at least one student with specific learning disabilities.  

 At the middle and secondary school levels, a general education teacher‟s chances of 

encountering a student with a learning disability within the general education classroom are even 

greater than an elementary teacher‟s, for two reasons. In secondary school grades, classes are 
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larger, increasing the probability that a student with a learning disability will be among the 

students in a general education class. The structure of the school day in secondary schools also 

increases the likelihood that a general education teacher will be providing instruction for students 

with learning disabilities. Usually, teachers specialize in one or two content areas and see several 

groups of students per day. The sheer number of students they encounter increases the likelihood 

they will be responsible for the instruction of students with learning disabilities. Unfortunately, 

this structure also decreases the time a teacher is able to devote to any individual student and 

presents challenges for supporting students with learning disabilities in several other ways.  

 Schumaker and Deshler (2001) described three main barriers to success for students with 

learning disabilities in the secondary setting. First, as the gap between students‟ skill levels and 

the tasks they are expected to be able to do gets wider, the difficulty of closing that gap is 

intensified by the increasing complexity of the skills students need to master to perform well. 

Second, the time to provide intensive skill and strategy instruction is not available within the 

fast-paced, goal driven curricula of many secondary classrooms (Schumaker & Deshler). Finally, 

the organizational structures of secondary schools mitigate against the likelihood that teachers 

can provide much student-centered learning, sufficient instructional attention, or integrated 

support for a student across all of his or her classes (Schumaker & Deshler).  

 For students with disabilities to succeed within such a structure, secondary general 

education teachers must be knowledgeable of how to support students with disabilities in 

achieving academic outcomes, and willing both to seek out such knowledge and apply it in their 

classrooms. As the complexity and amount of work increases in the upper grades, students with 

learning disabilities continue to need specific kinds of support to be successful in mastering 

content. In addition, students with learning disabilities often need to learn new strategies to deal 
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with teachers‟ expectations of increased autonomy and the organizational challenges that come 

with having multiple teachers in multiple locations. Teachers ideally would be knowledgeable of 

students‟ needs and expert in helping them meet the challenges of secondary school, as well as 

favorably disposed towards including students with disabilities in their classes. 

 General education teachers, overall, indicate that they support the concept of inclusion, 

and most are willing to include students with disabilities in their own classes. In an analysis of 28 

studies conducted across a time span of almost 40 years, Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996) found 

that 65% of teachers supported the concept of mainstreaming/inclusion of students with 

disabilities, particularly if the students had less severe disabilities and if students did not have 

behavior problems. Teachers‟ willingness to include, however, although a prerequisite for 

successful inclusion, has not been enough in itself to guarantee a high quality education for 

inclusive students in the eyes of many special education researchers.  

 Several researchers have found that teachers were not in favor of taking on extra 

responsibilities associated with the inclusion of students with disabilities. Scruggs and 

Mastropieri (1996) reported that teacher willingness to include students with disabilities 

decreased as additional responsibilities increased.   Studies of secondary inclusion seem to 

indicate that general education teachers are concerned with content coverage and are not willing 

to invest the time and effort in implementing inclusive strategies (Crockett, 2004). In a study of 

12 teachers across grade levels, Schumm, et al., (1995) found that teachers overall did little 

planning for students with disabilities in their classes, and that secondary teachers did less 

planning to meet the needs of students with disabilities than elementary teachers did.  

 Baker & Zigmond (1995) observed 10 students with learning disabilities in inclusive 

classrooms in six elementary schools in five states and concluded that although teachers seemed 
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genuinely in favor of including students with disabilities and did provide students with 

disabilities some supports for learning, teachers nevertheless did little that could be considered 

special education. Schumm & Vaughn (1995) reported five reasons general education teachers 

did not make accommodations for students with disabilities. Using data from several studies 

conducted in inclusive classrooms, Schumm & Vaughn found that teachers had concerns that 

accommodations would have a negative impact on their instruction, planning time, and the 

students themselves. Teachers indicated that accommodations: took too much time to plan and 

prepare, interfered with management of the larger class, diluted and slowed the content 

instruction, placed unwanted attention on students with disabilities, and did not encourage 

students to be independent (Schumm & Vaughn, 1995). 

 It is puzzling that teachers seem mostly willing to include students with disabilities, and 

yet unwilling to undertake the implementation of strategies that might help students achieve 

greater success. The explanation for why general education teachers do not do more to support 

the learning of included students with disabilities, at least in part, may be related not only to the 

scarcity of time and organizational challenges posed by providing increased levels of support as 

discussed above, but also to general education teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with 

disabilities. Teachers‟ “attitudes and beliefs drive classroom actions” (Richardson, 1996, p. 102), 

and as such, a consideration of teacher beliefs is critically important to any attempt to understand 

teachers‟ practice.  

People‟s beliefs predispose them to select information for attention that supports theories 

and beliefs they already hold, and so teachers may discount any evidence or practices that 

contradict deeply rooted beliefs, even if the opposing evidence is valid and reliable. “The totality 

of a person‟s beliefs serves as the informational base that ultimately determines his attitudes, 
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intentions, and behaviors” (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). General education teachers, working with 

students with disabilities, likely hold a variety of beliefs that are not always easily identified that 

may affect how and to what extent they provide support for students with disabilities. These 

beliefs include beliefs about the needs of students with disabilities relative to becoming 

proficient in a content area and how best to support the progress of students with disabilities 

towards instructional goals. 

General education teachers‟ beliefs about what is important for students to learn and how 

knowledge is developed within a particular domain may be at odds with the views of special 

education researchers, and may be deeply rooted in their understandings of their discipline, 

especially at the secondary level. The school subject itself is an important context and influence 

on the beliefs and practices of secondary school teachers (Grossman & Stodolsky, 1995). In an 

analysis of comparative studies that looked at the subject matter beliefs of secondary teachers in 

various disciplines, Grossman and Stodolsky concluded that the subject matter context affected 

teachers‟ work in several ways:  a.) the perceived status of the specific subject can help or hinder 

competition for scarce resources at the school level, b.) the various subjects are thought by 

teachers to have different degrees of coherence and sequentiality and thus, more or less freedom 

for teachers in terms of choosing what topics to include and exclude, and c.) the department 

structure reinforces the subject area subcultures and norms. They concluded that “high school 

teachers work in somewhat separate arenas, defined by the subject matter they teach,” 

(Grossman & Stodolsky, p. 8).  It seems therefore, that in any study of secondary level teachers‟ 

beliefs and practices, researchers should be aware that the teachers are operating within a 

subculture defined by the particular subject matter that may be exerting a strong influence on 

teachers‟ ideas and behaviors. Researchers have not looked at how what general education 
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teachers do in terms of providing support for students with disabilities included in their classes 

may be consistent with the teachers‟ beliefs about how knowledge is acquired within the subject 

area domain and consistent with teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with disabilities 

relative to their understanding of their content area.   

Problem 

Research that attempts to paint a richer and more nuanced portrait of teacher beliefs about 

the students that they teach and how those beliefs are borne out in practice has been called for by 

researchers for decades (e.g., Brophy & Good, 1974; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Richardson, 1996). 

Researchers have demonstrated that teachers‟ beliefs have a strong influence on their practice 

(Munby, 1982; Pajares, 1992), yet there is little research about general education teachers‟ 

beliefs in relation to how they support students with disabilities despite the prevalence of 

inclusionary instructional models in schools today.  

A number of studies focused on general educators‟ attitudes and beliefs about the inclusion 

of students with disabilities found that teachers were mostly favorably disposed towards 

including students with learning disabilities (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996). Researchers that 

looked at how general education teachers‟ beliefs were related to their practices, however, found 

that although teachers were not against including students with disabilities, teachers did not plan 

specific supports for students with disabilities and were reluctant to provide extra support that 

other students in the class did not get (Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Schumm & Vaughn, 1992).  

Jordan and Stanovich (2003) found that teachers‟ beliefs played a strong role in how 

general education teachers supported the instruction of students with disabilities included in their 

classrooms. Jordan and Stanovich used a narrative interview to place teachers‟ beliefs on a 

continuum from Pathognomic to Interventionist. Teachers who had Pathognomic beliefs about 

students with disabilities believed that disability resides in the student and that intervention is 
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best undertaken by specialists; teachers who had Interventionist beliefs believed they could help 

students make progress through instructional accommodations and that it was their responsibility 

to do so. Differences in these beliefs were related to differences in the teachers‟ practice. 

Teachers with Pathognomic beliefs interacted less with students with learning difficulties, and 

their dialog contained less academically focused talk than teachers with more Interventionist 

beliefs (Jordan & Stanovich). 

 At the secondary level, teachers‟ beliefs about how students with disabilities can best be 

supported in gaining knowledge within the subject area may be strongly influenced by teachers‟ 

own understandings of what is important for students to know about that subject area and how 

students learn in the subject area. Within the secondary subject area of English/Language Arts in 

particular, studies of general education teachers‟ beliefs about their subject areas have shown that 

English/Language Arts teachers believe they have a great deal of individual freedom to 

determine curricular content and specific learning goals (Grossman & Stodolsky, 1995). These 

kinds of beliefs could have important implications for how supports for students with disabilities 

are conceived and implemented, especially in domains such as secondary English/Language Arts 

in which the content is complex and less hierarchical than in other subject areas. 

There is almost no research on secondary general education Language Arts teachers‟ 

beliefs about student with disabilities included in their classes. In a study focused on secondary 

general education teachers‟ understandings of writing instruction for students with disabilities, 

teachers‟ beliefs emerged as one of five main domains of those understandings; the other four 

were knowledge of content, knowledge of pedagogy, knowledge of students and context (Kiely, 

2008). Teachers in the study believed that writing was a vitally important skill for students to 

master, that students with disabilities can make progress in writing and that they were able to 



 23 

help students make progress. They spoke of scaffolding instruction so that students could make 

progress toward smaller, articulated goals, repeating tasks until skills were mastered, and 

building student motivation and task commitment. This study, however, was not focused on 

beliefs, and did not investigate how teachers‟ beliefs about students‟ needs were connected to the 

supports provided by the teachers in practice. 

General educators‟ beliefs about students with disabilities may or may not support the most 

effective kinds of instruction for students with disabilities. There is little research on general 

education teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities or how those beliefs are translated 

into practice, particularly at the secondary level. This study fills gaps in the literature in several 

ways. First, few studies considered teachers in the high school context where arguably the 

challenges for students with disabilities increase given the increasing rigor of the required work 

and the increased autonomy of students within the high school context. Second, although there 

are studies of secondary general education math and science teachers‟ beliefs about teaching 

those subjects, few studies addressed Language Arts. The omission leaves a large gap in the 

research as Language Arts teachers in the high school assume most of the responsibility to 

impart foundational literacy skills that are essential for students‟ success across the curriculum. 

Finally, there have been few studies that make explicit, elaborated connections between teachers‟ 

beliefs about students with disabilities and the practices teachers employ to support student 

learning. More research then is needed that looks at the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs 

and practices, especially in terms of instruction for students with disabilities included in 

secondary level general education Language Arts classes.  

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between secondary Language 

Arts teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with learning disabilities included in their 
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classes and the supports they provide for those students. Through interviews and observations 

with participant teachers I was able to explore teachers‟ beliefs about supporting students with 

disabilities in meeting the challenges of secondary level general education Language Arts 

classes, and how those beliefs were related to the ways they help students with disabilities make 

progress towards instructional goals.   

Research questions included: 

How are secondary general education Language Arts teachers‟ beliefs related to the 

supports for learning they provide for students with disabilities included in their 

classes? 

What are the supports for learning secondary general education Language Arts teachers 

provide for students with learning disabilities included in their classes? 

What kinds of beliefs are related to teacher practice in the area of providing support for 

included students with disabilities? 

Are there discernible patterns in the relationships among teachers‟ beliefs and practices? 
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Definition of Terms 

Beliefs.  There is no one universally accepted definition of beliefs in the literature of 

special education, general education, or educational psychology and indeed it may be impossible 

to disentangle beliefs from knowledge and actions in reality. Following Eisenhart, Shrum, 

Harding, and Cuthbert (1988), who derived this definition from the field of cognitive 

anthropology, in this study a belief is “a proposition, a statement of relation among things 

accepted as true;” furthermore, beliefs are organized into coherent systems that enable 

individuals to organize their experience, make decisions, and predict outcomes (p. 53). 

Disabilities.  This study is focused on teacher supports for students with high incidence 

learning disabilities who were included in general education language arts classes. All references 

to disabilities, as in students with disabilities, refer to specific learning disabilities. The teachers I 

observed did not teach students with severe disabilities or developmental disabilities.  

Practices.  In this study, teacher practice includes all thought and action relevant to 

supporting students with disabilities in general education classrooms, whenever and wherever 

they occur. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON TEACHERS‟ BELIEFS RELATED TO TEACHING 

INCLUDED STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

Overview of the Literature on Teachers’ Beliefs and Students with Disabilities 

 Teachers‟ beliefs exert a powerful influence on all aspects of their practice, from 

teachers‟ conceptualizations of their goals to in-the-moment decision-making to reflection and 

planning (Calderhead, 1996; Fang, 1996; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992). A large body of research 

on teachers‟ beliefs has emerged in the last 40 years, including comprehensive reviews that 

emphasized the need to study teachers‟ beliefs in order to fully understand teaching (e.g., 

Calderhead, 1996; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996). Studies that focus specifically on general 

education teachers‟ beliefs related to teaching included students with disabilities, however, have 

not been reviewed.  It seems critical to look at such studies as a group now, for several reasons.  

The majority of students with disabilities spend most of their school days in general 

education classrooms (U. S. Department of Education, 2010). Teachers in general education 

classrooms typically serve relatively large numbers of students in a demanding high-stakes 

context and must answer to several constituencies including students, parents, school and district 

administrators, and federal and state officials. In this complex and multidimensional domain 

beliefs play an important role in determining teacher actions (Calderhead, 1996). Students with 

disabilities may require more and different kinds of support than other students; whether or not 

they get this support often depends on the individual teacher, and likely the teacher‟s beliefs. 

Considerable research in general education demonstrates that teachers‟ actions in the 

classroom are related to their beliefs about content, curriculum, and student learning (Borko & 

Putnam, 1996; Calderhead, 1996; Nespor, 1987; Richardson, 1996).  The interrelationship 

between beliefs and instructional practice is especially relevant to the education of students with 

disabilities, as a number of researchers have shown that what teachers believe about students 
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with disabilities included in general education classrooms is likely to affect their ability to 

provide effective instruction for these students. Teachers‟ beliefs are related to choices about 

curriculum and instructional practices (Kang and Wallace, 2004), how teachers know if students 

are learning (Brickhouse, 1990), and how teachers support students who struggle (Jordan & 

Stanovich, 2010). These kinds of choices on the part of the individual teacher may have a critical 

impact on whether or not a student with a disability is able to progress successfully. 

The Literature Search  

The literature reviewed in this chapter includes all available published research papers on 

general education teachers‟ beliefs as they relate to working with students with disabilities. 

Specifically, studies that were focused on examining the relationship between general education 

teachers‟ beliefs and their instructional actions were selected for inclusion in the review. 

Previous researchers of teacher cognition, which includes teacher beliefs, characterized teacher 

behavior as instinctive and intuitive rather than reflective and rational (e.g., Clark & Peterson, 

1986). In the dynamic, complicated domain of teaching, in the absence of reflective and rational 

decision-making, it seems possible that teachers‟ practice may be driven largely by teachers‟ 

beliefs (e.g., Munby, 1982). Thus, it is important for understanding teacher practice to 

understand the role teachers‟ beliefs play in their practices. 

Research studies were identified through: a.) consulting handbooks such as The Handbook 

of Research in Teacher Education; b.) searching conference proceedings books published within 

the last five years for AERA, CEC, and TED; c.) hand searching the table of contents of the 

following journals: Journal of Special Education, Exceptional Children, Learning Disabilities 

Quarterly, Journal of Teacher Education, Teacher Education and Special Education, and 

Remedial and Special Education; d.) searching publications on the websites of pertinent centers, 

including NCRTL, NCRTE, COPSSE, SII, and CALDER, e.) searching databases and search 
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engines, including Google Scholar, ERIC, Web of Knowledge, and the University of Florida 

Library Catalog using a matrix of search terms that included: teacher, beliefs, attitudes, 

perceptions, students with disabilities, special education, and exceptionalities.  

Electronic search results were pursued until items returned seemed only tangentially 

related to the original search terms, in most cases no more than 400 items. Relevant literature 

was further narrowed through reading abstracts. I discarded those that were not empirical studies 

focused on:  teachers‟ beliefs as a psychological construct and how teachers‟ beliefs were linked 

to their practice.  I further narrowed the group of studies to focus on students with high incidence 

disabilities because it seemed to me that although the issues surrounding the inclusion of students 

with low incidence disabilities and physical disabilities certainly overlapped with those of 

students with high incidence disabilities, many of the issues and concerns were different.  

Finally, studies were identified through ancestral and progeny searches of selected studies 

by consulting reference lists and using Google Scholar to identify papers that cited the selected 

studies. Studies were also found in informal ways, including conversations with other 

researchers.  Studies that consisted of empirical research published in peer-reviewed journals 

were included. 

The review includes three main sections. In the first, teacher beliefs are briefly defined.  

The second is a summary of the kinds of beliefs that have been found to be related to teachers‟ 

practice with regard to educating students with disabilities. The last section is the discussion. 

Where possible, studies selected for review concerned secondary teachers. 

Defining Teacher Beliefs 

In this study a belief is “a proposition, a statement of relation among things accepted as 

true;” furthermore, beliefs are considered to be organized into coherent systems that enable 

individuals to organize their experience, make decisions, and predict outcomes (Eisenhart, 



 29 

Shrum, Harding, and Cuthbert, 1985, p. 53). Beliefs are deeply felt, closely held notions of 

relationships among phenomena; beliefs may be unexamined or even partially or wholly 

unknown to the holder. Beliefs may conflict with one another and influence thought and action 

variably; they may be generalizable or context-specific (Eisenhart, et al., Schommer, 1993). This 

variability may be attributable to how deeply or strongly held some beliefs are as opposed to 

others: some beliefs seem to be core beliefs, deeply held and strongly interconnected with other 

beliefs whereas other beliefs seem to be more peripheral (Brownlee, Boulton-Lewis & Purdie, 

2001; Kagan, 1992; Rokeach, 1968). 

The difficulty of defining teachers‟ beliefs has presented challenges for researchers for 

decades. Although Clark and Peterson‟s (1986) landmark review of teacher‟s thought processes 

identified teachers‟ theories and beliefs as a major category of research, little progress was made 

in terms of unifying researchers‟ conceptions of beliefs until Pajares (1992) differentiated 

between beliefs and knowledge in existing research in education. Pajares also synthesized 

thinking on beliefs in cognitive psychology research (e.g., Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Rokeach, 1968) 

with the education research and produced a list of 16 assumptions about teachers‟ beliefs. In 

brief, Pajares argued beliefs are: difficult to change, intertwined with knowledge, organized into 

systems, subordinated to substructures such as attitudes and values, and able to affect people‟s 

learning, perceptions of events, and actions. Pajares concluded his review by calling for research 

that “provide[s] insights into the relationship between beliefs, on the one hand, and teacher 

practices, teacher knowledge, and student outcomes on the other” (p. 327). A great deal of 

research on teacher beliefs has been performed in the last 20 years, but research that investigates 

how teachers‟ beliefs are linked to teacher practice still is scarce. 
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Defining Teacher Practice 

Teacher practice happens on several levels; at once, it includes what the teacher does 

habitually and what the teacher does at any given moment. Practice includes thinking as well as 

actions. It can include actions inside and outside the classroom, as well as before, during and 

after instruction. Teachers‟ practice includes interactions with their students as well as other 

adults, such as: parents, cooperating teachers, support staff, colleagues, and professional 

development providers. In this review, teacher practice includes all thought and action relevant 

to supporting students with disabilities in general education classrooms, whenever and wherever 

they occur. 

Kinds of Beliefs Related to Teachers’ Practice Relative to Supporting Students with 

Disabilities who are Included in General Education Classes 

 

A great deal of literature has focused on defining beliefs, developing measures of beliefs  

and clarifying relationships among beliefs. Researchers only recently have focused on figuring 

out how teachers‟ beliefs are linked to practice. Linking beliefs to practice is important because 

beliefs underpin teachers‟ decision-making and so are an essential consideration for efforts to 

improve teacher practice (Clark & Yinger, 1987). How beliefs are related to teachers‟ practices 

for supporting students with disabilities included in general education classrooms, however, has 

not been well researched. Investigating the links between beliefs and practice is important 

because it is what teachers do in the classroom that affects student learning; teachers‟ knowledge 

and beliefs affect student learning through practice, not directly.  Among the kinds of beliefs 

researchers have linked to teachers‟ practices relative to students with disabilities included in 

general education classrooms are: teachers‟ beliefs about themselves as teachers, beliefs about 

the subject area or discipline, beliefs about teaching and learning, beliefs about students with 

disabilities, and beliefs about inclusion.  



 31 

Teachers’ Beliefs about Themselves as Teachers 

Teacher efficacy is one of the most studied constructs in the area of teachers‟ beliefs about 

themselves. There are several kinds of teacher efficacy, but two main constructs underlie much 

of the research: a.) general teaching efficacy, the extent to which a teacher believes that student 

learning is influenced by teachers rather than other aspects of the environment; and b.) personal 

teaching efficacy, the extent to which the individual teacher believes that she personally is able 

to influence student learning. In Gibson and Dembo‟s (1984) landmark study on the construct of 

teacher efficacy in a general education context, the authors found the practices of highly 

efficacious teachers were different from the practices of less efficacious teachers, suggesting a 

link between efficacy beliefs and practice. After analyzing observations of the practices of 8 

elementary teachers, Gibson and Dembo found highly efficacious teachers spent less time in 

small group instruction, provided more opportunities for students to get a correct answer, and did 

not criticize students‟ responses.  

The link between efficacy beliefs and practice also was found in some studies focused on 

teachers in inclusive classrooms. Bender, Vail and Scott‟s (1995) surveyed 127 first through 

eighth grade teachers in mainstream classes about their efficacy and about the use of effective 

practices for instructing included students with disabilities. They found teachers with higher 

personal efficacy reported that they used effective instructional practices for mainstreaming more 

frequently (Bender, Vail & Scott, 1995). In a study of 188 first through twelfth grade teachers, 

teachers with higher efficacy recommended regular classroom placements for students with 

disabilities more often than teachers with lower efficacy (Soodak, Podell & Lehman, 1998). In a 

study of 220 first through third grade teachers‟ adaptations for struggling writers, however, 

Graham, Harris, Fink-Chorzempa and MacArthur (2003) found that neither teachers‟ personal 
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teaching efficacy for teaching writing nor general teaching efficacy for teaching writing 

predicted the number of adaptations they made for struggling writers.  

There are several possible reasons for the different findings in these studies. The influence 

of the school setting is so strong that it may not be valid to compare teacher efficacy across 

different types of settings (Gibson & Dembo, 1984). Differences in the contexts of the 

participants may have contributed to the uneven results. Also, participant samples were recruited 

and designed differently. Bender et al. (1995) surveyed 127 teachers in 11 schools in 3 districts; 

they did not report data on school location or type. Soodak et al. (1998) were the only 

researchers to include both general and special education teachers, a difference not only in 

participant characteristics from the other studies, but also possibly in the teaching context. To 

recruit participants, they distributed surveys to teachers enrolled in classes at 3 universities, 

asked those teachers to distribute surveys at their schools, and distributed surveys to schools. Of 

the 188 participants, 80.9% of the teachers taught in urban settings and 85.6% taught in public 

schools. Only 35.6% of the teachers reported having students with special needs in their current 

classes (Soodak et al.). In contrast, among Graham et al.‟s participants, 35% taught in urban 

settings, and 74% taught in public schools. They did not report the percentage of teachers with 

students with special needs or in special education, but stated that 11% of the teachers‟ students 

were receiving special education services. These differences in contextual variables, especially 

the large discrepancy in the percentages of teachers working in urban settings, may have had an 

impact on the results. 

Graham et al. (2003) surveyed a national stratified random sample of 153 first through 

third grade teachers and performed a nonhierarchical regression analysis on their outcome 

measure, number of teaching adaptations, and the following contextual variables: school location 
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(urban, suburban or rural), public vs. private school, class size, percentage of students receiving 

special education services included in the class, amount of time students spent writing and 

writing program in use as well as teacher demographic variables. Contextual variables that 

accounted for variance in the number of teaching adaptations were the percentage of students 

receiving special education services included in the class (p = .007) and the amount of time 

students spent writing (p = .026).  The percentage of students receiving special education 

services accounted for 6% of the variance; taken together, the context variables accounted for 

16% of the variance in teacher adaptations provided, lending strong support to the importance of 

considering school contexts when linking teacher efficacy to practice. 

In addition, even though the studies described above are similar in that the researchers 

investigated links between teacher efficacy and practice, the practice outcomes in these studies 

differ greatly. Soodak et al. (1998) considered placement practices, that is, how likely a teacher 

was to refer a student for services provided outside of the inclusive classroom. Bender et al. 

(1995) examined effective instructional practices for mainstreaming. These differed substantially 

from each other as well as from the adaptations for struggling writers described in the Graham et 

al. (2003) study. 

Finally, teachers at the upper grade levels may have less self-efficacy for teaching students 

with disabilities included in their classes (Bender et al., 1995). Participant samples in the three 

studies differ greatly in terms of the grade levels taught by the participants: Bender et al., first 

through eighth; Graham et al., first through third; and Soodak et al., first through twelfth grades. 

The mixing of elementary, middle, and high school teachers variously in the studies makes it 

difficult to tell whether differences in outcomes are related to differences in the samples‟ 

construction or not. 
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A less studied area of teachers‟ beliefs about their teaching ability that seems related to 

how teachers support included students with disabilities is teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and 

responsibilities. General education teachers vary in the degree to which they accept 

responsibility for the learning of included students with disabilities and in terms of their ideas 

about what kinds of support provision is and is not part of what they believe their role as a 

teacher to be. For instance, Schumm, Vaughn, Haager, McDowell, Rothlein and Saumell (1995) 

interviewed, observed and surveyed 12 general education teachers across grade levels in a study 

focused on how general education teachers planned for included students with disabilities. They 

found elementary and some middle school teachers “believed that it was their responsibility to 

provide a strong support system to promote learning for students with learning disabilities.” High 

school teachers, in contrast, believed it was the students‟ responsibility to ask for assistance and 

it was not the teachers‟ responsibility to provide anything different for students with disabilities; 

secondary teachers were focused on preparing students for independence in adult life (p. 349). 

This study, however, was not focused on the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices. 

Teachers‟ beliefs were mentioned briefly in the report and were present in the qualitative 

analysis as one of the influences on teachers‟ planning practices. The study is included in the 

review because the findings suggest teachers‟ beliefs about their own roles and responsibilities 

may be a vital area to investigate.  

Beliefs about the Subject Area or Discipline 

A great deal of the research on teachers‟ beliefs concerns epistemological beliefs despite 

the different terms used by researchers. Questions about teaching orientations, personal practical 

knowledge, attitudes, beliefs about knowing, teacher thinking, and teachers‟ theories or 

philosophies are often related to teachers‟ epistemological beliefs. Epistemological beliefs are 

beliefs about the nature of knowledge (Hofer & Pintrich, 2002) and how it is attained or 
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constructed (Schommer-Aikens, 2002). Epistemological beliefs include beliefs about the subject 

domain, such as what it contains and how it is organized and what are legitimate sources of 

knowledge. Epistemological beliefs are related to teacher practice: teaching involves the 

organizing of knowledge and grappling with questions concerning how best to ensure students 

gain knowledge. How teachers define that knowledge is fundamentally related to what they 

choose to teach and how they teach.  

In 1986, Shulman called for research that recognized the subject area as an important 

context for teaching. There are, however, few empirical studies that investigate subject matter 

considerations, especially at the secondary school level and none were found that focused on 

instruction for students with disabilities in general education classrooms. The lack of studies 

examining relationships between general education teachers‟ beliefs about different secondary 

level subject areas and instruction for students with disabilities is a major omission given the 

strong role that these beliefs play in classroom practice suggested by studies in general 

education.  

Studies focused on general education students in secondary environments demonstrate that 

the way teachers conceptualize the subject area or domain they are working in is related to their 

instructional practices (e.g., Konopak, Wilson & Readance, 1994; Stipek, Givvin, Salmon & 

MacGyvers, 2001; Yerrick, Park & Nugent, 1997). Teachers‟ beliefs about a) what form 

knowledge takes in a subject area, and b) what expertise in the subject is, influence the topics 

they select, the tasks they assign, and the ways they assess progress. The most studied subject 

areas in this literature are science and math and representative studies from each will be 

discussed; there are only a few studies in other areas: social studies (Konopak, Wilson & 
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Readance, 1994), art (Bullock, 1992), English as a second language (Borg, 2006; Farrell, 2005); 

music (Burnard, 2008) and foreign languages (Shanahan, 1997). 

Kang and Wallace (2004) investigated the relationship between three experienced high 

school science teachers‟ epistemological beliefs about science and their teaching actions, 

specifically lab activities. Teachers participated in an initial interview during which they 

responded to questions about lab use and to two “critical incidents” (Nott & Wellington, 1995, 

p.1) that required teachers to decide on spontaneous actions that revealed their beliefs. Teachers 

participated in 7-10 interviews each and were observed 7-10 times; interview and observation 

data were transcribed. Data were analyzed in two phases. In the first phase, researchers 

developed descriptive codes and the following categories using the constant comparative method 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990): teaching goals for labs, beliefs about students, teaching strategies, 

beliefs about science, beliefs about learning, and beliefs about inquiry. In the second phase, 

researchers investigated links between teaching actions and beliefs or goals. Teachers‟ 

epistemological beliefs were sorted as to: a) ontological, that is, related to whether one views 

knowledge as “one certain truth or uncertain multiple truths;” and b) relational, whether one 

views one‟s self as a receiver of knowledge or as a meaning maker involved in the construction 

of knowledge (Kang & Wallace, p. 142). Teachers were found to have varying levels of 

sophistication in terms of their epistemological beliefs and the more sophisticated their 

epistemologies were, the less obvious the links between their beliefs and their practices were. 

The specific context for teaching also influenced teacher‟s actions. Teachers‟ actions were 

related not only to their beliefs, but also to demands created by mandated assessments, curricula 

and the needs of students.  
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Kang and Wallace (2004) concluded that ontological beliefs seemed related to teachers‟ 

instructional goals and relational beliefs to teachers‟ actions. One teacher believed she and her 

students were receivers of factual information and that her primary goal was delivering 

information, consistent with her decision to replace all lab activities with demonstrations. 

Another teacher seemed to have a dual epistemology in place, “as if he operates in two different 

worlds” (p. 160). He viewed his students as passive receivers of knowledge, but also engaged 

students in activities that required problem-solving and had multiple possible answers. The last 

teachers‟ epistemological beliefs were context specific. He believed science as a high school 

subject was different from science as a field and had different epistemological beliefs for each. 

Overall, the authors concluded that teachers‟ epistemological beliefs and goals can partly explain 

teaching actions, but that the more sophisticated a teacher‟s epistemological beliefs are, the 

harder it is to link them to actual practice. They further asserted that there are many influences on 

teachers‟ actions other than their beliefs such as mandated curricula, a graduation test, and the 

needs of students (Kang & Wallace, 2004).  

The results of this study, however, must be interpreted with caution as the findings about 

epistemological beliefs might be confounded by context. Two of the teachers in this study were 

in technical prep schools for low-achieving students and the third teacher was in a college prep 

school for high-achieving students. The striking difference between the school contexts of these 

three teachers may have played a stronger role in their classroom practice than their beliefs about 

their subject and discipline. Also, the puzzling results for the teacher that seemed to be in two 

worlds might indicate that an adequate understanding of the teacher‟s beliefs was not achieved 

using the author‟s procedures, or the relationship between beliefs and practices needs to be 

specified differently. Finally, one teacher was found to have a dual view of science: science in 
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the world was different from science in school, and different epistemologies applied. Based on 

the data provided, it seems possible that this duality could have been interpreted as an influence 

of the context. It is worrisome that the authors were not able to explain the data for 2 of the 3 

participants satisfactorily. It is possible that what the authors describe as the difficulty of 

connecting sophisticated epistemological beliefs to teachers‟ practice may be attributable to a 

somewhat insensitive or superficial analysis of the data or related to the contextual differences in 

the schools.  

Brickhouse (1990) included both experienced and inexperienced teachers in her study. She 

observed and interviewed three secondary science teachers and concluded that the two more 

experienced teachers‟ beliefs were more consistent with their practice than the one second-year 

teacher. Additionally, the experienced teachers‟ beliefs differed greatly from each other in ways 

that were clearly reflected in their practice. One experienced teacher believed theories were tools 

to solve problems, that observation and experimentation were theory-driven processes, that 

knowledge in science changed as scientists made new observations or reinterpreted previous 

observations, and that learning new concepts required an understanding of fundamental concepts. 

In practice, she often asked students to predict the results of experiments based on theory and to 

analyze why they had or had not gotten the results they expected. The second experienced 

teacher believed “theories were truths, and the goal of the instruction was for students to find and 

learn the truth” (Brickhouse). Furthermore, he believed that following procedures leads to 

discovery of the truth. In practice, his instruction was activity focused and he attributed difficulty 

or errors to failure to follow directions. He believed that knowledge was gained by accumulating 

facts. The second-year teacher also saw knowledge growth as a process of accumulating facts 

and this was demonstrated in his questioning techniques. Most of the second-year teachers‟ 
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discussion questions focused on asking students to recall facts. His instruction, however, was 

more often inconsistent with his expressed beliefs due to several contextual constraints described 

only as “many obstacles” (Brickhouse, p. 60). 

The inclusion of a second-year teacher in a study of the relationship between teachers‟ 

subject matter beliefs and their practice was inadvisable given that teachers with only one year of 

experience are still in an early stage of development in terms of establishing their practice. Thus, 

the difficulties that the author reported interpreting the practice of the second year teacher is not 

surprising and for the reader, the confusion is exacerbated by the lack of information about the 

contextual constraints mentioned but not described. Furthermore, Brickhouse‟s conclusions 

should be interpreted with caution given that data seemed to be summarized rather than 

analyzed. Although the author briefly described data collected and spent a great deal of time (35 

hours per teacher) in the field, the methodology section includes no data analysis procedures and 

features only a description of the participants, an explanation of how they were recruited, and a 

description of how the member check was performed. The data reported, however, anecdotally 

point to the existence of a relationship between teachers‟ subject matter beliefs and their practice.  

Researchers in the subject area of mathematics also reported that teachers‟ beliefs about 

subject matter influenced their practice. Thompson (1984) observed three junior high school 

mathematics teachers with more than three years of experience daily for four weeks and 

interviewed them after the lessons in the last two weeks. Teachers also completed six written 

responses to questions about the goals of their instruction and their relative importance, reasons 

students may struggle, and their own teaching effectiveness. Data were reviewed daily and 

hypotheses and inferences formed influenced subsequent interview questions. The three teachers 

had different beliefs about mathematics, and their beliefs were reflected in their practice. The 
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most marked differences among the teachers were in: conceptions of mathematics and teaching, 

the degree of “integratedness” of their conceptions, and in reflectiveness (p. 119).  

For example, one teacher believed mathematics is composed of facts and has exact answers 

that can be found by following correct procedures with little opportunity to be creative 

(Thompson, 1984). She believed the teaching of mathematics to entail the transfer of information 

from the teacher to the students who learn by observing correct demonstrations of procedures. 

She believed it was important to encourage students to ask questions and to relate mathematics to 

real life, but the last two beliefs were not evident in her practice which consisted mainly of 

lecture, demonstration, and seatwork and allowed little interaction with students. She said she 

spent little time in planning and did not reflect on her practice. The second teacher saw 

mathematics as a tool, something people use to achieve a particular purpose. She also believed 

mathematics was constantly changing and incorporating new advances into the field. To teach 

mathematics, she believed students should be encouraged to use logic to solve problems, that the 

teacher should support them, and that the teacher should look for student misconceptions that 

prevent students from understanding an idea. During class, she often encouraged students to 

solve problems on their own, and emphasized the importance of reasoning in problem-solving to 

learning mathematics. She reflected often on her teaching and her practice was found to be 

mostly consistent with her beliefs. The third teacher believed mathematics content to be fixed 

and coherent; it was a way of expressing ideas in the physical world symbolically, and it was 

composed of interrelated topics. She believed the teacher should control all instruction and 

emphasize the logic of mathematical rules and procedures. Her beliefs were not always evident 

in her practice, but they were not inconsistent with her practice. She seemed unable to react to 

students‟ difficulties on the spot, and usually limited discussion to responses to her questions. 
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The author concluded that the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practice is complex and 

many things appear to influence teachers‟ instructional practice; however, beliefs play an 

important role in “shaping the teachers‟ characteristic patterns of instructional behavior” (p.125). 

Thompson furthermore identified the teachers‟ capacity for reflectiveness as an important 

contributor to consistency between teachers‟ beliefs and practices.  

Thomspson‟s data were presented in a thorough and thoughtful manner, but there were a 

few omissions that make it the findings less trustworthy. For one, he did not describe the 3 

schools the participants worked in although their grade level and classes were given. Context is 

an important consideration in this literature and because the school is also the setting for the 

study, it is surprising this information is missing. Also, data analysis procedures were not 

detailed. Thomspon described her data collection procedures in a detailed manner, but did not 

explain the analysis. Although there was no mention of any credibility measures, triangulation 

could be inferred and rich, thick data description was easily observed.  Findings are best taken as 

exploratory and tentative rather than conclusive, similarly to the other studies examined in this 

section. The studies do, however, provide support for the need for further investigation of the 

influence of teachers‟ subject matter beliefs‟ relationships to their practice. 

Beliefs about Teaching and Learning 

On a philosophical level, epistemological beliefs about knowledge in a particular domain 

are distinct from beliefs about teaching and learning in the domain (Hofer, 2002). For example, 

teachers may believe that knowledge in the domain is fixed and yet employ teaching strategies 

that encourage students to construct their own knowledge, consistent with a more relativist view 

of knowledge in the domain (Hofer). Beliefs about how people become proficient in the domain 

are related to teacher practice; teachers‟ beliefs about how students learn seem to be closely 

associated with how they choose to support student learning. In practice, teachers‟ 
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epistemological beliefs are closely related to their beliefs about teaching and learning and often 

the distinction is not relevant to researchers or to teachers. Teachers‟ beliefs about teaching, 

sometimes called pedagogical beliefs or teaching orientation, include beliefs about the role of the 

teacher and beliefs about specific kinds of learners and subjects. Beliefs about specific practices 

and beliefs about teaching a particular subject may be different at the child, classroom, school or 

theoretical levels.  

Teachers‟ beliefs about how best to teach a particular content area such as literacy are 

deeply intertwined with their practice. In a study that derived 121 first grade special and general 

educators‟ beliefs from teachers‟ self-report of hypothetical practices, Cunningham, Zibulsky, 

Stanovich and Stanovich (2009) found that most teachers‟ beliefs about literacy instruction could 

be placed on a continuum from phonics emphasis to literature emphasis. Teachers with strong 

beliefs about either phonics or literature reported that they would use different allocations of time 

for various kinds of practices. For example, teachers who believed literature should be 

emphasized reported that they would spend considerably less time than the mean reported for all 

teachers on activities related to phonics and phonemic awareness, spelling and grammar, and 

reading comprehension. In contrast, teachers who believed phonics should be emphasized would 

spend more time in phonics instruction, but would allocate approximately equivalent amounts of 

time to other areas of reading instruction. Thus, the time allocated for different reading practices 

by teachers with a strong phonics emphasis seemed more similar to the allocations of the 

teachers whose perspectives were more balanced between the two positions.  

A closer examination of the instrumentation raises several concerns. First, the Language 

Arts Activity Grid was simply two columns on a piece of paper, one for percent time and one for 

the description of the activity, with instructions for the teacher to: 
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Please indicate what kinds of activities you would engage in when teaching 

language arts (which would include your reading instruction). What proportion of a 

two-hour Language Arts instruction block would be spent on each activity? 

(Cunningham et al., 2009, p. 422) 

 

Although the authors were using this report as a measure of implicit beliefs about reading, 

no method of validating the instrument for that use was reported. The authors, for instance, could 

have interviewed a small number of teachers to investigate how well teachers‟ listing of practices 

corresponded to a more thorough examination of their beliefs. Or, they could have used other 

studies to support their underlying assumption that teachers‟ beliefs could validly be inferred in 

this way. Furthermore, the instructions were vague and may have confused teachers. It is not 

clear from the wording whether teachers should record what they ideally would do if they could, 

what they habitually did, what they plan to do in the future, or an example of a specific day. It is 

likely teachers interpreted instructions variously. Finally, even though the authors limited the 

study to first grade teachers, they did not gather data on teachers‟ contexts and so were unable to 

report whether context exerted an influence on teachers‟ responses. For instance, if teachers were 

using a mandated curriculum or teaching students that had severe reading difficulties, it seems 

plausible that their catalog of practices would be influenced. Results should be interpreted 

keeping these issues in mind, particularly in light of the rather tautological design that resulted in 

the formation of 2 groups of teachers based on differences in time allocation to phonics based or 

literature based practices, who were then found to have differences in time allocation to other 

types of reported practices. 

To investigate the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices in reading 

comprehension instruction, Richardson, Anders, Tidwell and Lloyd (1991) interviewed 39 4
th

 to 

6
th

 grade teachers in 6 elementary schools regarding their beliefs about teaching reading 

comprehension and observed them twice. Fourteen of the teachers were videotaped a third time. 
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Teachers‟ responses in the interviews were coded as: Learning to Read, Reading, Reading 

Comprehension, Teaching Reading, and Basals. Coded material was analyzed to determine 

teachers‟ theoretical orientations to reading and beliefs about reading and learning to read.  

Theoretical orientations include beliefs not only about what kinds of knowledge the subject 

area includes but also how that knowledge is attained by students; thus, in this case, it is a little 

difficult to separate beliefs about the subject from beliefs about teaching and learning. 

Theoretical orientations to reading in this study were similar to those reported elsewhere in the 

reading literature (De Ford, 1985; Sacks & Mergendoller, 1997). Teacher‟s beliefs ranged from 

favoring skills based instruction featuring systematic instruction in decoding to more cognitively 

based instruction featuring constructivist approaches based on authentic texts. Based on the 

interviews, researchers were able to predict teachers‟ instruction in terms of practices that 

differentiated between orientations: use of a basal, having students read orally or silently, error 

correction, incorporation of students‟ background knowledge, and teaching vocabulary in or out 

of context. There also was a strong relationship between teachers‟ stated beliefs and the teachers‟ 

observed practice in the same six categories; percentage agreement between stated beliefs and 

observed practice ranged from 66% to 92%.  

Because the authors described several means of ensuring the credibility of their 

conclusions and the quality of the research design and methods, their findings can be interpreted 

as strong evidence of the connections between teachers‟ beliefs about reading and their practices. 

Procedures for analyzing data, including coding processes for interviews and observations, were 

explicitly stated and examples were provided, and it was easy to understand how authors reached 

their conclusions. The authors provided the interview questions used, the coding system used, 

and a detailed profile for 4 teachers selected to represent beliefs categories. One set of 
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researchers derived codes from the observations and videotapes and another set used the codes to 

predict the practices in the videotapes from the interviews. The study also provides strong 

support for the use of interviews, as opposed to scales or surveys, for eliciting teachers‟ beliefs 

about the subject area itself and about teaching and learning within the subject area for the 

purpose of relating beliefs to practice.  

Graham et al. (2003), mentioned previously in the efficacy section, found no connection 

between 220 first through third grade teachers‟ beliefs about writing instruction and teachers‟ 

responses about their practices to support struggling writers on a 19-item questionnaire (Pressley, 

Rankin & Yokoi, 1996) surveying their use of specific instructional activities. To assess 

instructional activities, teachers indicated how often they engaged in: basic writing skills and 

writing processes as well as specific activities such as having conferences with students, 

minilessons, reteaching, modeling, using a computer, peer conferencing, and encouraging 

independent writing by allowing student choice of writing topic, writing at students‟ own pace, 

and invented spellings. Teachers responded to questions using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

= never to 7 = several times a day.  

Beliefs were measured by the Writing Orientation Scale (Graham, Harris, MacArthur & 

Fink, 2002) designed to assess grade level teachers‟ beliefs about teaching writing in three areas: 

a) the role of explicit instruction, b) the importance of correctness, and c) the role of natural 

learning. The question of whether teachers‟ beliefs and practices were related was not the main 

area of investigation in this study, but the results can be interpreted as suggesting that the 

instrumentation may need more development before being used for the purpose of ascertaining 

links between teachers‟ beliefs and practices. Furthermore, the relationship between teachers‟ 

responses to the practices questionnaire and their actual practice, i.e., the validity of the 
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instrument for measuring teachers‟ practice, was not described. It may be the case that teachers‟ 

reports of how often they engage in practices on the questionnaire bear little relation to their 

actual practice. A judgment of how often a teacher reports performing the practices in the 

questions may not be a valid proxy for the totality of the teachers‟ practice which varies 

according to more criteria than frequency. Given the questions that were not answered about the 

instrumentation, the lack of relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices in this study 

should be interpreted cautiously. 

 Berry (2006) investigated the link between teachers‟ beliefs about teaching, learning and 

inclusion and their practice, specifically, the nature of writing instruction provided. Two teams of 

first through fourth grade collaborating teachers, one with three teachers and the other with two, 

each in a different school, were interviewed twice and observed 55 times total. Each team had at 

least one special education teacher and one general education teacher. Data were analyzed 

qualitatively; Berry marked key phrases, isolated beliefs statements and metaphorical statements, 

developed theoretical categories and performed thematic analysis. Berry found both teams 

believed students with disabilities should be included in general education classrooms and 

described both teams‟ writing instruction as environmental – neither totally skills based not 

totally natural learning based. Differences in teachers‟ beliefs were revealed through the 

metaphors they used to describe their instruction and the rationale for their instruction that Berry 

termed differences in “systemic frames of reference” and these differences were directly related 

to instruction.  

Team 1 believed in a structured, sequenced curriculum with steps and levels students 

progressed through. “Students who lacked writing skills were seen as out of order or broken; 

therefore, instruction involved directing the process of repairing the malfunctioning part or parts” 
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(Berry, 2006, p. 18). Each student learned at his or her own pace within the same curriculum. 

Team 2 understood writing as relational rather than structural, i.e., they believed writing was 

primarily a tool for communication rather than a skill in itself. They supported students with 

disabilities within a structure that moved students from whole group to small group to 

independent work that provided opportunities for peer support. Students with disabilities were 

seen as “vulnerable, requiring a protected context in which they would find trust and safety” so 

they would be “empowered” to “take risks and try things” (Berry, p. 20). 

Several features of Berry‟s (2006) study lend credibility to her findings, although the 

presentation of her findings seemed to be less synthesized and organized than the rest of the 

study was. She spent a great deal of time in the field, collected multiple forms of evidence, and 

verified her teacher descriptions with the participants. She also described her methods in detail, 

explaining her coding and her rationale. Missing, however, was an explanation of how her 

coding led to her conclusions. Her interpretations seem valid based on the large amount of data 

she provided, but she did not help the reader understand how the categories that evolved were 

connected with the major themes she articulated when describing her findings, opting for a 

descriptive rather than an analytic approach to sharing results. Such description is typical and 

desirable in reports of case study research, but the reader is hard put to follow some of the logical 

leaps. Nonetheless, the study provides moderately strong evidence for the assertion that the 

relationship between teachers‟ beliefs is complex. The author emphasized that two teams of 

teachers shared several kinds of beliefs, including beliefs about the nature of disability, a 

commitment to inclusion, an environmental orientation to teaching writing, and the use of the 

process writing approach, and yet their practice differed substantially. Berry attributed the 

differences to what she termed an “underlying belief system.” The underlying belief system 
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appears to be epistemological beliefs, as it was comprised of the teachers‟ beliefs about what 

writing is (set of skills or tool for communication) and their conception of what progress in 

writing looks like (acquire skills or communicate successfully). Overall, the study highlights the 

complicated nature of the relationships among beliefs and practices and provides support for the 

use of interviews and observations to tease out those relationships; it also underscores the 

significance of teachers‟ epistemological beliefs to their practice. 

Pajares and Graham (1998) interviewed 27 middle school language arts teachers with two 

or more years of experience about how they would respond to a hypothetical case about a 

student‟s poem, written by researchers for the study. Teachers were asked to respond to the 

student‟s question, “Is it good?” in order to investigate the beliefs that underpinned teachers‟ 

responses. Pajares and Graham used five formalistic beliefs derived from a pilot study with 

perservice teachers enrolled in a language arts methods class to categorize participants‟ 

responses. Formalistic beliefs, or formalisms, are beliefs that influence action regardless of 

context or circumstances. Formalisms identified in the pilot study included: “a teacher must 

always respond positively; students should, above all, be praised and encouraged; criticism is the 

enemy of creativity; evaluative questions should be redirected to the student; and the value of 

poetry is relative and cannot be judged” (p. 856). The inservice teachers‟ interview transcripts 

were coded for the same formalisms, as well as for strategies and beliefs that emerged during 

analysis. Researchers found teachers‟ responses about how they would respond to the student 

included a greater quantity of subject matter instruction than responses of the preservice teachers 

who included more responses directed at bolstering the student‟s self esteem. But the teachers‟ 

responses relied just as heavily on the formalistic beliefs as the preservice teachers‟. For 

example, 22 out of 27 teachers believed “a teacher must always respond positively,” and 19 



 49 

believed “criticism is the enemy of creativity” (p. 860). These beliefs had a profound effect on 

their imagined practice because they shaped how teachers saw themselves responding to student 

work. For example, teachers said they would praise the poem even if it was not praiseworthy, or 

redirect the question to the student. Only three of the teachers described their response as 

dependent on characteristics of the individual student and context, but those teachers‟ responses 

also included a great deal of formalisms.  

The authors concluded that teachers‟ beliefs influenced their imagined actions. Teachers 

who believed they must always respond positively and be concerned with students‟ motivation 

and self-esteem reported that they would tell the student the poem is good rather than provide 

specific critique and instruction that might help the student to improve. It is difficult to determine 

how well this study provides support for the connection between formalistic beliefs and teacher 

practice given the entirely context free nature of the task that was posed to the teachers. The 

relationship between teachers‟ responses to the hypothetical student and their actual responses to 

real students in the context of their classes was not investigated. In a natural classroom setting, 

teachers‟ instructional goals related to the writing task, the importance of the task to the goals, 

the history of the individual student, and the purpose for writing the poem are just a few of the 

possible influences on teachers‟ responses. The study nevertheless provides an impetus for 

further research on the influence of formalistic beliefs on teacher practice and good evidence to 

support attention to formalistic beliefs in studies of relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices. In fairness, the aim of the study was not to relate beliefs to practice but to investigate 

beliefs. The warrant for the study, however, depends on an underlying assumption that teachers‟ 

responses bore some verisimilitude to their actual practice. If such a relationship does not exist, 
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there is no point to the investigation; researchers would be prudent to include some context for 

tasks when designing measures such as this one. 

Beliefs about Students with Disabilities and Ability/Disability 

Teachers‟ beliefs about ability and disability are also considered epistemological beliefs 

because beliefs about the nature of knowledge and how knowledge can be gained are related to 

teachers‟ beliefs about ability and disability. Jordan and Stanovich (2001; 2003; 2004; 2010) 

found teachers‟ epistemological beliefs, specifically their beliefs about disability and the role 

they play in instructing students with disabilities, were related to the use of effective teaching 

practices.  

To investigate teachers‟ beliefs, Jordan and Stanovich (2003) developed an interview for 

use with teachers that produced a narrative scored using a rubric; the resulting score was 

interpreted as falling on a continuum from Pathognomic to Interventionist (P-I) beliefs. During 

the P-I Interview, teachers responded to questions about referral and assessment, setting goals 

and monitoring progress, making accommodations, collaborating with others in the school and 

communication with parents (Jordan & Stanovich, 2003). Pathognomic teachers believed 

disability was an inherent, unchangeable characteristic of a student that teachers could do little to 

remediate and that responsibility for instructing students with disabilities belonged to someone 

other than the classroom teacher. Interventionist teachers believed that disabilities could be 

addressed successfully with accommodations and that the classroom teacher is responsible for 

ensuring student learning.  

In several studies, Jordan and Stanovich made connections between teachers‟ beliefs as 

measured by the P-I Interview and effective instructional practice. Effective instructional 

practice was assessed according to the Classroom Observation Scale (Stanovich & Jordan, 1998) 

that contained items in two parts: 1) the class as a whole, and 2) interactions between the teacher 
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and three students: one with a disability, one regularly achieving, and one at risk of failure. 

Whole class instruction was observed using three categories to code teachers‟ behavior: time 

management, classroom management, and lesson delivery. Interactions were rated according to a 

5-point scale, including: no dialogue with the student, managerial comments, instructional 

comments, and interactive dialogue.  

In summing up several studies in which they used the Pathognomic-Interventionist 

Interview with the Classroom Observation Scale to investigate the relationship between teachers‟ 

beliefs and practices, Jordan and Stanovich concluded that teachers‟ beliefs about students with 

disabilities are related to effective teaching practices (Jordan & Stanovich, 2010). In studies that 

used the P-I Interviews (e.g., Jordan, Lindsay & Stanovich, 1997; Jordan, Kircaali & Diamond, 

1993; Jordan & Stanovich, 2002; White, 2007), researchers concluded that about 20% of 

teachers had Interventionist beliefs, 25% had Pathognomic beliefs, and about half had mixed 

beliefs. Teachers who had Interventionist beliefs were judged to be more effective overall 

(Stanovich, 1994; Stanovich & Jordan, 1998). Interventionist teachers spent more time on 

instruction, spent more time engaged in individual and small group talk, spent more time in 

academically focused talk, and organized their class routines effectively so that there was little or 

no wasted time.  

In another set of studies (Jordan, Lindsay & Stanovich, 1997; Jordan & Stanovich, 2001), 

nine teachers‟ P-I beliefs were compared to scores on a measure of teacher to student 

interactions. Transcripts of teacher to student dialogue during lessons were coded for type of 

student and nature of the dialogue. Students were coded as exceptional, typically achieving or at 

risk. Dialogue was coded as academic or non-academic, and frequency, length and level of 

student engagement were scored. Pathognomic teachers had the least amount of interaction with 
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at risk or exceptional students, and their dialogue with students was mostly non-academic. 

Teachers who were neither pathognomic nor interventionist demonstrated classroom practices 

that were similar to Pathognomic teachers‟. The three teachers with Interventionist beliefs spent 

more time interacting with at risk and exceptional students, and spent more time engaged in 

academically focused dialogue with all of their students. Interventionist teachers interacted with 

low achieving students for almost twice as long as other students and their interactions overall 

were more frequent and characterized by higher levels of cognitive engagement. Overall, 

teachers‟ P-I beliefs were found to be related to the amount and frequency of academically 

focused dialogue with low achieving students and to the overall amount of instructional time 

allotted them. Interventionist teachers‟ classrooms were well-managed and routinized, which 

seemed to allow teachers to spend more time engaging students in academically focused 

dialogue. 

Jordan and Stanovich‟s body of work over the past 20 years makes a strong case to support 

the findings that teachers differ in their beliefs about ability and disability and that teachers‟ P-I 

beliefs are related to the effectiveness of their practice, not just for students with disabilities but 

for all students. Their findings are substantially consistent across the studies, providing strong 

support also for the use of the P-I interview to investigate teachers‟ beliefs. The authors 

consistently provided detailed descriptions of the methods and instruments they used and 

evidence that they were appropriate for pursuing the questions they asked. They reported 

evidence of validity and reliability for their instrumentation and reported inter-observer 

reliability for ratings. They also provided examples of their analysis that showed how teachers‟ 

interviews and observations were coded and evaluated, substantial evidence that they worked 

from their data to their findings in a clear and consistent fashion. The authors included tables 
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displaying correlation coefficients and the estimate of the probability that their findings resulted 

by chance (p-values). The nature of the correlations computed, however, was not detailed. The 

assumptions associated with the different ways to compute correlation vary considerably and 

may have an impact on the interpretation of the analysis. In addition, a discussion of the shape of 

the distributions for both the interview and the observation data would be useful to other 

researchers. Finally, their work was confined to teachers at the elementary school level and is not 

appropriate for generalizing to secondary school teachers.  

Overall, Jordan and Stanovich made a substantial and robust case for their assertions about 

how teachers‟ beliefs about the nature of disability are related to their classroom practice. The 

implication from their work that effective instruction for students with disabilities is effective 

instruction for all is problematic, however. The authors have asserted consistently that “effective 

teaching is effective intervention for all students” (2001, 2003, 2009, p. 536). Certainly, the 

studies do not support such a conclusion, as they did not report data on student outcomes. There 

is no way to tell if effective teaching, as they defined it, was effective in promoting student 

achievement gains.  

In another study that included the analysis of teachers‟ beliefs about student 

ability/disability and practices, 21 4
th

 to 6
th

 grade teachers in Los Angeles County completed a 

beliefs survey at the beginning and at the end of the school year and were videotaped twice 

teaching adding and comparing fractions (Stipek, Givven, Salmon & MacGyvers, 2001). The 

survey included 57 statements. Teachers indicated the strength of their agreement with the 

statements by means of a 6 point Likert scale with responses ranging from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree. The survey provided information about the following beliefs: 1) math as mostly 

facts and procedures vs. math as creative thought; 2) primary goal as correct answers vs. 
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understanding; 3) teacher control vs. some child autonomy; 4) entity vs. incremental view of 

ability; 5) extrinsic vs. instrinsic motivation; 6) confidence to teach math; and 7) enjoyment of 

teaching math. Teachers also completed a questionnaire about how they weighed effort, relative 

scores, creativity and independence when assigning grades. Videos were coded separately for 

whole group instruction and small group or individual instruction in the following areas: 

emphasis on performance outcomes, emphasis on speed, degree of risk for students, degree of 

teacher control of learning activities, emphasis on effort rather than ability, focus on mastery of 

concepts, and teachers‟ enthusiasm.  

The authors reported correlations between the pre and post tests that indicated teachers‟ 

beliefs were fairly stable over the course of the year. A principal components factor analysis 

resulted in 2 factors with high alphas (coherence) that were negatively correlated to one another. 

Teachers that subscribed to a transmission theory of instruction (the first factor) scored low on 

the second factor: confidence in and enjoyment of teaching math (Stipek et al., 2001).  

Correlations were computed between the 5 scales comprising the first factor and the 7 

ratings of classroom practice. Several teacher beliefs were associated with instructional practices. 

This study was not focused on students with disabilities, but given the conclusions of Jordan and 

Stanovich, the belief that would seem to have the most relevance to the instruction of students 

with disabilities is number 4, the degree to which teachers believe ability is an unchanging entity 

as opposed to one that can change incrementally. Teachers who perceived math ability as 

unchangeable were likely to engage in practices that emphasized student performance, such as 

responding correctly and completing assignments and they were less concerned about what 

students were learning and understanding. Correlations between the beliefs scales and the reports 
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of grading practices indicated that teachers holding strong entity beliefs about ability assessed 

students according to independence rather than effort, relative performance or creativity.  

The high quality of the design and report of this study lend strong credence to the findings. 

Procedures, measures, analyses and results were thoroughly documented and explained and 

tables of correlation results that included correlation coefficients as well as p-values were given. 

Steps were taken to ensure reliability both of participant measures and rater interpretations of 

video data. For example, 12 of the videos were rated by 2 raters independently; the authors gave 

the results in a table that provided the percent agreement for each of the 7 coding categories. 

These ranged from 83% to 92%, within one point. Taken together, the work of Jordan and 

Stanovich and Stipek et al. (2001) strongly support the existence of a link between teachers‟ 

beliefs about students‟ ability and their practice. 

Beliefs about Inclusion 

A belief that students with disabilities should be included in general education classrooms 

seems to be necessary but insufficient to guarantee teachers will use appropriate practices to 

support the learning of included students with disabilities (Brighton, 2003; Cook, Tankersley, 

Cook & Landrum, 2000; Howerton, 2006; Lombard, Miller & Hazelkorn, 1998; Moni, Jobling, 

van Kraayenoord, Elkins, Miller & Koppenhaver, 2007; Schumm et al., 1994). Researchers have 

found that overall, general education teachers believe that students with disabilities should be 

included, but may lack the knowledge, skills, or motivation to provide instructional support, 

especially as students get older. Two studies were found that focused on the relationship between 

secondary teachers‟ beliefs about inclusion and practices related to supporting included students 

with disabilities.  

Researchers in Australia investigated how 37 middle school teachers‟ beliefs about 

inclusion were related to writing instruction in inclusive classrooms where 57 students with 
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disabilities were served. Teachers were participating in a three and a half year long professional 

development effort to improve their writing instruction (Moni et al., 2007). Four instruments 

were used: 1.) a form on which teachers rated students‟ performance and recorded supports 

provided, and the roles of other people in providing the support using a 6-point Likert type scale, 

2.) teachers provided feedback about the professional development, 3.) teachers recorded 

responses during workshop discussions, and 4.) researchers used the WriteIdeas classroom 

observation tool to record interactions and activities during lessons and information about the 

delivery mode, grouping, subject area, differentiation, and support for students with disabilities 

during 2 observations for each teacher (Moni et al., 2007).  The researchers concluded that there 

was little evidence of teachers‟ ability to transfer knowledge into practice. Even though most 

teachers had positive attitudes towards inclusion, most did not use the strategies they had learned 

during instruction. In the 70 observations of regular classrooms, the students with disabilities 

were observed completing the same tasks as other students, under the same conditions. In the 14 

observations in which support personnel were in the class, no extra supports were provided to 

students with disabilities in almost half of the classrooms. Only 5 instances of group work and 4 

of peer or pair work were observed. Teachers reasoned that all students were going to have to 

pass mandated assessments, so all students had to do the same work. When teachers did create a 

differentiated lesson or assignment, they often ended up doing it with the whole class anyway 

(Moni et al.).  

The researchers did not give any description of data analysis or of procedures for rating 

teacher observations. Results were presented more as a summary than an analysis of the data 

collected. The study was included in the review because the substantial observation data reported 

seems rather self-explanatory – no extra support was provided to students with disabilities in any 
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of 70 observations despite teachers‟ participation in an extended professional development 

program and the researchers‟ description of teachers‟ beliefs that students with disabilities should 

be included. The researchers said contextual factors seemed almost impossible to overcome for 

teachers, especially the use of mandated assessments and mandated assessment criteria teachers 

in secondary schools were required to use for each task. These assertions should be interpreted 

with caution, however, due to the lack of description of data analysis procedures.  

Robinson (2002) reached similar conclusions after a study of 4 high school science 

teachers‟ beliefs and practices in inclusive classes in New York. One teacher from each grade 

and its corresponding subject (9
th

 grade, Earth Science; 10
th

 grade, Biology; 11
th

 grade, 

Chemistry; and 12
th

 grade, Physics) in 3 public schools and 1 private school participated. 

Teachers played leadership roles in the profession: they were involved in state level curriculum 

and assessment reform and they educated other teachers on the reforms.  Researchers 

interviewed teachers twice and observed 1 or 2 class periods to determine practices they 

considered or used for instructing students with disabilities during planning, instruction and 

assessment. During observations, researchers noted interactions between teachers and included 

students with disabilities as well as between students with disabilities and their peers when 

working in cooperative groups.  

Both interview and observation data were coded and analyzed using the constant 

comparative method. Key themes related to teachers‟ beliefs and patterns of practice were 

identified. All four teachers believed that students with disabilities should be included in general 

education classes. They implemented accommodations as indicated in IEPs and provided  in-

class supports for students with disabilities such as establishing a signal to warn they would be 

calling on the student and having students work with stronger peer partners. Strategies for 
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questioning, cooperative learning and alternate learning modalities emerged as important areas of 

concern for teachers as did assessment modifications.  Teachers believed that since learning 

outcomes were the same for all, instruction should be similar, and so made one lesson plan for all 

students. Instructional strategies teachers used were based on their beliefs about the best teaching 

practices in general. Teachers reported that they used one plan for all students because so few 

students with disabilities were included, they had limited planning time, and they had to prepare 

students for mandatory high-stakes assessments administered at the end of the school year. The 

lack of detailed descriptions of how data were analyzed and interpreted limits the plausibility of 

the findings in this study.  

The disconnect between teachers‟ positive beliefs about including students with disabilities 

and their nonuse of supportive instructional practices for them (Moni et al., 2007; Robinson, 

2002) may be related to teachers‟ concerns about preparing students for required tests. Although 

it seems counterintuitive that teachers would prepare students for these tests by not providing any 

support, it may be that the teachers believe “supports for disabilities” is somehow equal to 

“watering down the content.” The premise certainly bears investigation.  It is also possible that 

beliefs about inclusion are not the kinds of beliefs that are closely linked to teachers‟ 

instructional decisions. Teachers believed students benefited from inclusion, but reported they 

lacked support, resources, and knowledge for addressing the needs of included students with 

disabilities. Although these 2 particular studies do not provide clear and convincing evidence of 

their claims, this finding is pervasive in the literature. Studies focused on high school teachers‟ 

beliefs and practices for including students with severe disabilities (Carter & Hughes, 2006) and 

students with physical disabilities (Hodge, Ammah, Casebolt, Lamaster & O‟Sullivan, 2004) 

have drawn similar conclusions.  
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Taken together, the studies suggest secondary level teachers who believe students with 

disabilities should be included do not do much to accommodate these students despite their 

positive attitudes and beliefs. Teacher beliefs that students with disabilities should be included 

seem necessary but insufficient to guarantee teachers will provide them with any support for 

learning.  

Summary 

The investigation of the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices is a line of 

research that seems to have persisted in the emergent stage despite the fact that the first study 

appeared more than two decades ago (Thompson, 1984). With the notable exception of the work 

of Jordan and Stanovich, the studies reviewed are a somewhat motley assortment of singleton 

studies, and are diverse in their methods and purposes. It is not possible to trace the development 

of a clear and well-specified line of research in this area. In several of the studies, the analysis of 

the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices for supporting included students with 

disabilities is only a small part of an investigation focused on a related question (Graham et al., 

2003; Soodak et al., 1998; Schumm et al., 1994). In part, the novice nature of the research is 

likely due to the difficulty researchers have encountered in relating teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices and to a certain extent weakly conceived and executed studies. The establishment of a 

robust line of research in this area seems warranted, and even urgent at this time, when one 

considers the large numbers of students with disabilities who now are receiving most of their 

education in general education classrooms. 

The studies reviewed above are plagued with methodological issues that severely 

compromise the conclusions that can be drawn from them. Definitions of beliefs are sometimes 

imprecise and often overlap. Measures for both beliefs and practices were often idiosyncratic (e. 

g., Cunningham et al., 2009) and lacked proof of validity, making it difficult to draw conclusions 
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from the individual studies and thus, the literature as a whole. Researchers described many and 

various ways of measuring and interpreting teachers‟ beliefs and practices. Researchers 

sometimes failed to account for the influence of context in their designs, despite the strong 

effects it is known to exert on both teachers‟ beliefs and practices. Some studies included only 

vague descriptions of data analysis procedures.  

It is clear from the studies discussed that teachers‟ beliefs are related to practice, but 

further research that considers how beliefs are related to practice is warranted. Observations and 

interviews seemed to be satisfactory ways to collect data on teachers‟ practices and beliefs. Data 

derived from observations of actual practice in conjunction with conversations with teachers 

about real problems of practice faced in real contexts seem more valid for reaching conclusions 

about teachers‟ beliefs and practices than context free beliefs measures and imagined practices 

measures described in two of the studies. Indeed, the strong influence of the context was one 

finding that was consistent across all the studies. Other ideas that bear investigation and 

consideration include: the influence of mandated testing on teachers‟ provision of support, the 

influence of beliefs about the subject area on practice, and the influence of beliefs about ability 

and disability (this last in contexts other than elementary language arts classes). 

Beliefs about the particular subject or content area have proven to be important for teacher 

practice studies in the general education literature, however, few researchers sought to 

understand how subject area beliefs of general education teachers might be important for their 

practice related to students with disabilities (e.g., Berry, 2006). Researchers have found subject-

specific beliefs to be tightly interconnected to teachers‟ practice in general (Graham, Harris, 

MacArthur & Fink, 2002;  Stipek, Givven, Salmon & MacGyvers, 2001; Yerrick, Parke & 

Nugent, 1997) and it is possible that these beliefs also undergird general education teachers‟ 
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thinking about the kinds of supports they provide for students with disabilities. Subject-specific 

beliefs may be even more important for secondary level teachers given that their teacher identity 

is associated with only one subject and they generally teach only one subject. Furthermore, 

departmental structures in secondary schools reinforce the disciplinary fiefdoms; each 

department has its own culture within the larger school culture and even its own governance in 

the form of the department chair. It seems the subject area is an important contextual factor that 

cannot be ignored. 

There are only a few studies focused on linking teachers‟ beliefs and practices in relation 

to students with disabilities at the secondary level. Two studies that did, Moni et al. (2007) and 

Robinson (2002) focused mainly on broad beliefs such as beliefs about inclusion, but omissions 

in their reports limit the usefulness of their findings. This is a glaring gap in the literature. 

Consideration of the needs of students with disabilities is largely absent from the literature 

in general education that deals with teachers‟ beliefs and practices. In special education research, 

researchers who looked at how general education teachers were supporting included students 

with disabilities have pointed out the shortcomings of general education teachers‟ practice 

(Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1998; Fuchs, Fuchs & Bishop, 1992; McIntosh, 

Vaughn, Schumm, Haager & Lee, 1993; Peterson & Clark, 1978; Schumm, Vaughn, Gordon & 

Rothlein, 1994). General education teachers seem to make few changes to their instruction to 

accommodate included students with disabilities, and the few changes they are willing to make 

are mostly easily implemented, in-class actions such as moving the student closer to the front of 

the room or having a partner take notes or providing accommodations that are required by 

students‟ Individual Education Plan (IEP).  
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Few studies, however, sought to understand how teachers‟ practice is congruent with their 

beliefs from the teachers‟ point of view. A better understanding of the forces shaping general 

education teachers‟ practice seems a necessary step in helping to improve support provided for 

included students with disabilities. Teachers‟ own explanations of their beliefs and practices and 

their ideas on how what they do is linked to what they believe, in the contexts they inhabit 

physically and metaphorically, with the real students they have is essential for understanding the 

relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices.  An obvious next step in linking beliefs to 

practices is a rich, multilayered description of how teachers‟ many beliefs are related to specific 

practices for supporting students with disabilities within the general education classroom. There 

is a need for high-quality qualitative research in this area that could contribute to laying the 

foundation for the development of instruments for understanding and measuring  beliefs and 

practices and the genesis of a clear and consistent line of research that incrementally and 

logically defines and describes domains of teachers‟ beliefs and practices and the relationships 

between them. 

 Clark and Peterson (1986) conceived of teacher beliefs, with teachers‟ theories, as 

comprising one of three parts of teacher cognition; the other two are planning and interactive 

thoughts and decisions. Although my main area of investigation was teachers‟ beliefs related to 

the needs of students with disabilities, according to Clark and Peterson‟s model of teacher 

cognition: teachers‟ beliefs, planning, and interactive thoughts and decisions are integrally 

bound, with aspects of each revealed through the other two; thus, my study was designed to 

allow for careful attention to planning and interaction with students through the interviews and 

observations. “It is also clear that, if reasonable inference about beliefs requires assessments of 
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what individuals say, intend, and do, then teachers‟ verbal expressions, predispositions to action, 

and teaching behaviors must all be included in assessments of beliefs” (Pajares, 1992, p. 327).
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Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between secondary Language 

Arts teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with learning disabilities included in their 

classes and the supports they provided for those students. Through interviews and observations 

with participant teachers I was able to explore teachers‟ beliefs about supporting students with 

disabilities in meeting the challenges of secondary level general education Language Arts 

classes, and how those beliefs were related to the ways they helped students with disabilities 

make progress towards instructional goals.   

Research questions included: 

1. How are secondary general education Language Arts teachers‟ beliefs related to the 

supports for learning they provide for students with disabilities included in their 

classes? 

2. What are the supports for learning secondary general education Language Arts 

teachers provide for students with learning disabilities included in their classes? 

3. What kinds of beliefs are related to teacher practice in the area of providing support 

for included students with disabilities? 

4. Are there discernible patterns in the relationships among teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices? 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Theoretical Perspective 

 An underlying assumption of this study was that teachers‟ own understandings of their 

actions and beliefs may be quite different from an outside observer‟s, and the purpose of the 

study was to understand the meanings attributed to specific actions by the teachers themselves. 

The value thus placed on individual “meaning-making” is a decidedly constructivist perspective 

(Schwandt, 1994, p. 127). Constructivism is concerned with the “unique experience” of 

individuals; “each one‟s way of making sense of the world is as valid and worthy of respect as 

any other,” (Crotty, 1998, p. 58). This study was designed so that my interaction with the 

teachers enabled me to understand the significance of specific actions teachers identified as 

supporting the learning of students with disabilities within their classes, and especially, the 

meaning of those specific actions with regard to the teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students 

with disabilities. As such, the study was firmly rooted in the constructivist perspective. A most 

important goal of constructivist inquiry is to produce “reconstructed understandings” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994, p. 100). For constructivists, reality is: constructed by the individual, socially and 

experientially based, and local and specific in nature (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Findings are 

created through the interaction of the researcher and participants; through dialectical interchange 

between the researcher and participants, shared meanings are sought, constructed and refined 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). "The constructivist paradigm assumes a relativist ontology (i.e., there 

are multiple realities), a subjectivist epistemology (knower and subject create understandings), 

and a naturalistic (in the natural world) set of methodological procedures" (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1994, pp. 13-14). 
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My main purpose was to understand specific actions of the teachers in terms of the 

significance they ascribed to them. A second purpose was to derive from all four teachers‟ data a 

grounded theory that explained how their beliefs were related to their practice in the specific 

circumstance of providing support for students with disabilities included in their classes. All 

names are pseudonymns. 

Researcher Subjectivity 

When employing qualitative methods, it is important to acknowledge that the researcher is 

an integral part of the data collection and analysis (Patton, 2002). A researcher‟s subjectivities 

are inseparable from the data, and thus must be acknowledged. As such, I bracketed my 

subjective responses by thinking deeply about my own beliefs and experiences throughout the 

study and recording my thoughts in a notebook. I used the notebook during the analysis to help 

identify the biases within my interpretations and to help guard against the imposition of my own 

belief systems on my participants‟. The notebook helped me to identify ways I was imposing my 

own views on the data. For example, during the axial coding, one of the main categories I had 

identified was “Teachers‟ Rationales.” Even though there was a lot of data in this category, the 

data seemed to be part of other categories also, and through the constant comparative method I 

was able to figure out how to recategorize the data. I read early entries in my journal while I was 

thinking about this problem. I had written about how important looking at teachers‟ rationales is, 

and teacher‟s rationales appeared to be something I was committed to looking at. Teachers‟ 

rationales, however, did not work out as a category in answering the research question in this 

study. So, the notebook helped me sort out my pre-existing ideas and expectations and separate 

them from the data. 
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Participants 

Teachers were sampled purposively from the group of secondary Language Arts teachers 

in one school, thus keeping the contexts of school, grade level, and content area as similar as 

possible given that context is such an important influence on both beliefs and practice.  Five high 

school Language Arts teachers out of a possible 8 that taught secondary general education 

classes in which students with disabilities were included were invited to participate based on the 

principal‟s recommendations of teachers that were effective instructors of their included students 

with disabilities. Four teachers agreed to participate, and all four completed all phases of the 

study. The other teacher that was recommended had personal reasons for not wanting to 

participate that were not related to the purposes of the study. 

Teachers‟ experience ranged from 3 to 45 years. Teachers had a combined total of 98 years 

of teaching experience; almost all of their years teaching were in inclusive settings. Teachers 

taught Language Arts as well as a few other courses in the English Department: Journalism, 

Reading, and Speech. Teachers from grades 6-12 were recruited because those are the Secondary 

Certification grades in the state; participants taught grades 6, 7, 8, and 9. All participants held an 

English 6-12 state certification, 2 were certified to teach journalism, and 1 had a Gifted 

Endorsement. Teachers had few to no Special Education courses or workshops and conferred 

with Special Education personnel at the school 1-2 hours per week. Information about the 

teachers and their classes is given in Tables 3-1 and 3-2 at the end of the chapter. 

Setting 

The school was located in a small city in the southeast and included middle and high 

school grades. School demographics reflected the demographics of the town. In the 2009-2010 

school year, there were 1139 students enrolled in the school. Slightly more than half the students 

were white, 26% were black, 18% were Hispanic and 3% were other races or ethnicities. Sixteen 
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percent of the students were eligible for free or reduced price lunch. Students with disabilities 

comprised about 10% of the student population, a proportion that is slightly lower than the 

national average. Numbers of students, classes, and numbers of students with disabilities 

included in classes for the teachers in the study are given in Table 3-2. Language Arts classes 

taught ranged from 18-27 students. Numbers of included students with disabilities varied widely 

among individual classes and ranged from 0 in one 9th grade honors class to 12 (44%) in one 9th 

grade class.  

Primary Data Sources: Interviews 

Teachers participated in four interviews. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. See 

Table 3-3 for a data collection timetable and Table 3-4 for a data summary table. Interview 

protocols are included in the Appendix. Interview One was based on Jordan and Stanovich‟s 

(2003) Pathognomic-Interventionist (P-I) interview, a semi-structured interview that helps the 

researcher and the teacher co-construct an understanding of the teacher‟s personal 

epistemological beliefs about students with disabilities. The interview consisted of prompts that 

elicited a narrative of the teacher‟s interaction with a specific student with a disability that was in 

one of his or her classes and was at risk of academic failure at the time of the interview. Within a 

constructivist perspective, beliefs are specific and local. Providing the teacher with a specific, 

contextualized narrative subject was therefore consistent with a constructivist perspective.  A set 

of probe questions was used “to guide but not to lead” teachers‟ descriptions of five topics 

(Jordan & Stanovich, p. 8):  

 initial concerns about and assessments of the student 

 instructional programming 

 monitoring student progress 

 communication with staff, and 

 communication with parents. 
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Interview Two was a structured interview that took place after Observation One and 

Observation Two.  The purpose of Interview Two was to investigate the teachers‟ beliefs about 

what is important in the content domain and how knowledge is developed within the domain. 

Teachers also explained how students with learning disabilities can be supported in gaining 

proficiency in the domain. Finally, teachers discussed how they planned instruction in general 

and for students with learning disabilities.  

Interview Three took place after Observation Three and Observation Four and was a semi-

structured interview in three parts.  Using the previous interviews and observations as a source, I 

selected examples of specific supports provided to students with disabilities the teacher reported 

or I observed. An individualized set of index cards with one support on each card was prepared 

for each teacher. Figure 3-1 is a photo of one teacher‟s set of index cards. Teachers were asked to 

describe their rationale for using those specific supports and to evaluate how successful the 

supports were. Cards were presented to each individual teacher during the interview to encourage 

elaborated responses about each individual strategy or support, which needs it addressed, how it 

was used, and whether or not it was successful.    

In the second part, teachers were asked to describe an upcoming assignment, the 

challenges one student with a learning disability might have in completing it successfully, and 

how they might support the student in that specific instance. In the third part, teachers were 

asked to explain how they assess student progress and work, particularly for students who have 

received a significant amount of support in order to clarify how they defined learning/progress 

within the content domain. 

In Interview Four, the first part focused on topics for discussion selected from previous 

interviews and observation data to firm up the emergent theory of beliefs about the relationship 
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between supports provided for students with learning disabilities and the teachers‟ beliefs about 

the needs of students with learning disabilities. Questions were framed to investigate both of 

those areas and the relationships between them. The second part entailed participants‟ 

examination and discussion of my preliminary analysis of the data to ensure I had not 

misrepresented their ideas. Discussion centered on clarification of the emerging representation of 

their beliefs, both for the purposes of member-checking and to uncover any missed ideas. I also 

provided teachers with a diagram of my emergent theory derived from the interviews and 

observations and asked them to comment on whether it was a valid representation of their 

practices and how they would change my representation. See Figure 3-2 for an example of the 

emergent theory diagram that was presented to one participant.   

Secondary Data Sources 

Concept Maps 

Teachers were asked to draw two Concept Maps. The first one was created during 

Interview Two; teachers were asked to represent their ideas about planning for instruction 

visually. The second was created at the end of Interview Four: I provided teachers with a 

preliminary concept map that represented my conception of how their beliefs were related to the 

supports they provided for students with disabilities based on my analysis of the data and 

selected ideas or practices drawn from the interview and observation data. Teachers were asked 

to comment on the validity of these representations and to make changes as they saw fit. The 

purpose of the Concept Maps was to visually portray the relationships among key ideas from the 

viewpoint of the participant to serve both as a second form of member checking and another data 

source.  Several characteristics of the Concept Maps were analyzed, including relative positions 

of items, size of items, and the specificity or vagueness of items or concepts and hierarchical 

structures. Indicated or absent connections between specific items and the strength of those 
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connections, level of detail provided, and any emphases that are indicated were also considered. 

The most important contribution of the Concept Maps turned out to be the thoughts teachers 

spoke aloud as they were creating their maps, which were recorded and transcribed as part of the 

interviews. (Photos of the Concept Maps are included at the end of Chapter 4, Figures 4-1 to 4-

4.) 

Observation Field Notes 

Teachers were observed at least four times for 100 minute periods each time. Observations 

were videotaped to support analysis. Detailed field notes were taken during each observation. 

See Figure 3-3 for an example of field notes. Observation One occurred after Interview One was 

performed so that I had some contextual information to support my observation. During 

Observation One, I took detailed field notes about the instructional approach and chosen 

methods, interactions with students, and the classroom context with the goal of being attentive to 

actions that supported the learning of students with learning disabilities included in the class. 

Observation Two occurred after the first interview and the first observation. The purpose of 

Observations Two, Three and Four was similar to that of Observation One, but also included 

conscious attention to actions related to ideas emerging during data analysis. 

Teacher Lesson Plans and Instructional Materials 

Teachers were asked to provide lesson plans, particularly for observed lessons, to provide 

insight into the arc of the teacher‟s curriculum and specific instructional practices the teacher 

used regularly and to provide a topic for discussion to help shape my understanding of the 

teacher‟s beliefs about instruction. Teachers did not provide daily lesson plans, except for the 

day‟s to-do list on the board and lists of assignments on their websites. Teachers were, however, 

able to discuss in detail their general plans for the unit, marking period, and school year during 
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the interviews. Teachers provided me with all instructional materials during observed lessons, 

and copies of relevant materials from related lessons. 

Student Work Samples and Other Artifacts 

Copies and photographs of student work samples or other classroom materials or products 

were collected to help provide examples and details to illustrate specific beliefs the teachers hold 

and supports they provided. Student work collected included photocopies or photos of essays, 

worksheets, and projects. Other classroom materials and products included videos of student 

presentations, photographs of slides students created, and copies of notes students produced 

during group work, for example. 

Data Sheet 

The Data Sheet was completed by each teacher and included questions related to 

background information about the teachers such as: number of years of experience and areas of 

certification, number of courses or other training sessions related to teaching students with 

disabilities they have completed, and how much consultation they are able to have with the 

special education teacher. The data sheet included a table for teachers to provide their schedule 

and class information. Please see Appendix C for the form teachers used. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed according to the procedures for developing grounded theory described 

by Strauss and Corbin (1990). Central features of grounded theory include the interplay between 

the theory and the data during the research process, use of the constant comparative method, the 

asking of theoretically oriented questions, systematic coding, and the development of theory. The 

development of theory occurs during data analysis and the procedures for analysis are inherently 

recursive. As data are collected and coded, theories that emerge from the data are constantly 

compared to the new data, and the theory is shaped to reflect the reality represented by the data.  
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Grounded theory analysis is a systematic method of data analysis beginning with open 

coding, or searching for major categories of information (Creswell, 2007). Open coding begins 

close to the data and through comparison and grouping, the codes become organized into 

concepts. See Figure 3-4 for a list of open codes from an excerpt of an interview. Concepts, often 

derived from grouping observed actions or statements, then make up categories and 

subcategories, or groups of ideas that are related to one another. See Table 3-5 for an example of 

how the open codes in Figure 3-4 were grouped into categories and subcategories.  

The second step in grounded theory analysis is axial coding. Axial coding is one step 

removed from the data – the work is with the categories developed during open coding. Axial 

coding began with relating subcategories to categories. See Figure 3-5 for the categories in the 

axial coding and Figure 3-6 for a photo of one page from an interview with open coding and 

axial coding. Relationships among categories were refined through the next steps in axial coding: 

the identification of the core phenomenon and the creation of the following categories around the 

core phenomenon: causal conditions, strategies, intervening conditions, and consequences 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). See Figure 3-7 for an outline of the core phenomenon and categories. 

Then, dimensions of categories were specified (See Table 6) and properties of dimensions were 

clarified (See Table 7). The end result of the previous two steps was a thematic analysis or 

concept development, in this case, the concept of negotiating support for students with 

disabilities included in secondary general education language arts classes. Theory production 

entailed further analysis and explication of the relationships among the categories, especially in 

terms of the relationships among various categories, dimensions and properties in yet another 

step.  
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The final step in grounded theory analysis is selective coding, in which the researcher 

develops statements about how the categories in the model are related. First, I developed and 

named a core phenomenon that encompassed the other categories: Negotiating Support. Then, I 

coded the dataset for the grounded theory categories. Next, I developed statements or 

propositions about the relationships among the categories, dimensions and properties. These 

statements comprised the theory. Usually, the theory is shared toward the end of a study and it 

can assume several forms, including a narrative statement (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), a visual 

(Morrow & Smith, 1995), or a series of hypotheses or propositions (Creswell & Brown, 1992). I 

created a series of propositions. Questioning the data -- that is, asking questions such as why, 

where, how and when -- facilitated theory emergence (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Memoing of 

secondary data sources and of the evolving theory throughout provided useful data to support the 

development of categories and codes. The theory is discussed in Chapter 5.  

Establishing Credibility and Trustworthiness 

In research within a constructivist paradigm, research quality concerns about internal and 

external validity, reliability, and objectivity in the positivist tradition are not consistent with the 

goals of the research and quality or rigor is judged according to authenticity and trustworthiness. 

Strategies that ensured the quality of my study included: triangulation, member checking, rich 

descriptions, peer debriefing, and the researcher‟s journal. The term triangulation is used to refer 

to the collection of multiple pieces of evidence. I collected interview, observation, and artifact 

data. Member checking, or ensuring my data and interpretations accurately represented the 

thoughts of the participants, was conducted throughout the interview process by checking my 

understandings against participants‟ understandings in the interviews and through the concept 

maps. Specifically, the third interview entailed participant verification of the supports for 

students with disabilities I identified in their interviews and observations and participant 
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clarification of my understanding of their practices to support students with disabilities. In the 

fourth interview, participants considered and commented on an emergent version of the 

grounded theory. Through in-depth examination of the data, I developed explicit and rich 

descriptions of the participants, their beliefs about the needs of students with learning disabilities 

and how these beliefs related to the supports they provided for those students with disabilities. 

To reduce personal bias, I employed peer-debriefing measures by: conferring regularly with my 

advisor and colleagues and comparing my coding to the coding of other doctoral students who 

agreed to assist me by independently coding a portion of my data. Specifically, after I developed 

the categories, 7 doctoral students each coded 2 interviews for the categories (almost half the 

dataset). Students were asked to code in chunks rather than line by line or word by word. I then 

compared their coding with my coding. I looked for patterns of difference, that is, I looked for 

examples of the second coder consistently choosing a different code when I chose a particular 

code. I discussed patterns of difference with the other coders, and ultimately, this process was 

enormously helpful in refining my codes and theoretical categories. Finally, I kept a reflective 

journal to help me recognize my biases, and I referred to it during the coding and analysis 

process. 

Limitations 

Limitations to this study included the small number of participants. It is possible that the 

theory would change if data from more teachers were added, or more connections among the 

properties and dimensions of the categories would emerge. Another limitation is the 

varying ability of individual teachers to articulate their beliefs and practices. There were 

differences among the four teachers in terms of how long they considered questions posed to 

them in the interviews, how naturally verbose or taciturn they were, and how well they were able 

to remain focused on particular points of discussion that affected the quality, kind and amount of 
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interview data generated. Finally, it would have been beneficial to perform a second round of 

double coding with the refined code set.
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Table 3-1. Number of Students with Disabilities in Teachers‟ Classes 

  Class Title 

# students with 

disabilities/ # 

students in class 

Class Title 

# students with 

disabilities/ # 

students in class 

Class Title 

# students with 

disabilities/ # 

students in class 

Class Title 

# students with 

disabilities/ # 

students in class 

Class Title 

# students with 

disabilities/ # 

students in class 

Maggie English 9 Honors 

1/20 

English 9 Honors 

0/26 

English 9 

9/27 

English 9 

12/27 

English 9 Honors 

1/20 

Nora Language Arts 6 

5/24 

Language Arts 6 

3/18 

Language Arts 6 

2/22 

Language Arts 6 

4/25 

Journalism 7 

2/20 

Dan Reading 7 

8/14 

Language Arts 7 

3/23 

Language Arts 7 

4/22 

Language Arts 7 

2/23 

Language Arts 7 

3/23 

Monica Language Arts 6 

Gifted 

0/23 

Language Arts 7 

Gifted 

2/21 

Language Arts 8 

Gifted 

1/19 

Speech 

1/19 

Executive 

Internship 

0/17 
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Table 3-2. Teacher Data 

Name # years 

teaching 

experience 

# years 

teaching 

Language 

Arts 

Other 

subjects 

taught 

# years 

teaching 

in 

inclusive 

setting 

Special 

education 

courses 

Special 

education 

workshops 

#  Hours 

per week 

consulting 

with 

special 

educator 

Degrees Certification 

Areas 

Maggie 3 2 none 2  0 1 

workshop 

in teacher 

ed 

program 

1-2 BA, 

Public 

Relations; 

MEd, 

English 

Education 

English, 6-12; 

Journalism, 6-12 

Nora 38 33 Driver‟s 

Ed, 

Journalism 

33 0 Many 

workshops 

1 MEd, 

Education 

English, Speech, 

Journalism, 

Driver‟s Ed 

Dan 12 12 Intensive 

Reading 

10 0 0 1 BA, 

English 

Secondary 

English 

Monica 45 45 Gifted 

Enrichment 

45 Gifted 

Endorsem

ent 

(5 classes) 

Approxim

ately 1 3-

hour 

workshop 

per year 

1-2 

 

BA, 

English; 

MEd, 

Education 

English 6-12, 

Gifted Education 
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Table 3-3. Data Collection Timetable, 2009-10 School Year 

Maggie Monica Dan Nora Other 

11-5 INT 1      

11-6 OBS 1     

11-10 OBS 2      

11-17 OBS 3      

11-18 OBS 4  11-18 INT 1   

 11-19 INT 1    

 12-01 OBS 1    

   INT 1  

  01-14 OBS 1   

   01-20 OBS 1  

3-30 OBS 5 3-30 OBS 2  3-30 OBS 2  

04-01 INT 2  3-31 OBS 2   

04-14 OBS 6   4-13 INT 2  

 04-14 INT 2    

   04-15 OBS 3 04-15 Nora‟s 

Team Meeting 

 04-27 OBS 3    

  04-28 INT 2   

  04-28 OBS 3   

   05-04 OBS 4  

  05-05 OBS 4   

05-07 INT 3     

 05-10 INT 1 

(Redo) 

   

 05-28 INT 3    

 05-29 OBS 4    

   06-01 INT 3  

 06-07 INT 4 06-07 INT 3   

06-14 INT 4     

  06-15 INT 4 06-15 INT 4  
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Table 3-4. Data Summary Table 

  Maggie Nora Dan Monica Sum 

Observations 

Total Time in 

minutes 

 600 500  400  400  1900 =  

31.6 hours 

Interviews 

Total 

Transcribed 

Pages 

1 33 21 27 28  

2 28 27 35 42  

3 36 39 48 48  

4 20 18 22 25  

Other   12 45  

Summed 

Pages 

 117 105 144 188 554 pages 

Interviews  

Total Time in 

minutes per 

interview 

1 48 35 59 52 194 

2 54 49 49 102 254 

3 87 65 75 144 371 

4 40 39 55 72 206 

Other   27 96 123 

Total 

Interview 

Time 

 229 188 265 466 1148 =  

19.1 hours 

Concept 

Maps 

 1 1 1 1  

Artifacts  Yes Yes Yes Yes  

Total time in 

field 

 829 min = 

13.8 hours  

688 min =  

11.5 hours 

665 min =  

11.1 hours 

866 min = 

14.4 hours 

50.7 hours 
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Table 3-5. Open Codes from Maggie Interview One Pages 1-4 Organized into Categories and 

Subcategories during Axial Coding 

Open Code Category Subcategory Sub-

subcategory 

Curriculum – undefined  Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Nature of 

subject area 

Definition of her approach-

real world texts 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

How students 

learn this 

subject 

Kinds of texts – 

commercials, propaganda, 

speeches, and movies 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

curriculum 

Unit topic - persuasion Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

curriculum 

Area of focus - literature Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

curriculum 

Example of a text - 

autobiography 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

curriculum 

Students need – make 

transition to high school 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Students in General 

Beliefs about 

student needs 

Class purpose Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Goals 

Goal – prepare for the 

future 

Rationale Students Need It  

State tests Rationale Required  

Way to help (class focus) Supports Academic Support Modify goals 

Student needs – tied to test Beliefs Beliefs about Needs 

of Students with 

Disabilities or 

Struggling Students 

Modify goals 

Planning – tied to student 

needs 

Rationale Beliefs about 

Student Needs 

Belief that 

Students with 

Disabilities 

need more 

practice 

Approach to learning, way 

students learn – 

independent learning 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

how students 

learn 

Philosophy of education – 

give students agency 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

how students 

learn 

Value – student agency Beliefs Beliefs about 

Subject Area 

Beliefs about 

how students 

learn 
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Table 3-5. Continued 

Open Code Category Subcategory Sub-

subcategory 

Way to support students 

with disabilities – give 

choice 

Supports for 

students with 

disabilities 

Affective  Motivation 

Student needs –to be 

challenged 

Beliefs Beliefs about 

Students in General 

Beliefs about 

how Students 

Learn 

Way to support all students 

– let students choose what 

to read and write 

Supports (for all 

students) 

Affective Motivation 

Student agency – important Beliefs Beliefs about 

Students in General 

Beliefs about 

how Students 

Learn 

Law – IDEA    

Way to support students – 

her notebooks about 

strategies she‟s tried 

Beliefs Beliefs about roles 

and responsibilities 

Data 

Trial and error – way to 

meet students‟ needs 

Beliefs Beliefs about roles 

and responsibilities 

Persistence 

Consequences – if student 

fails, gets kicked out 

Rationale Student needs it  

Problem – participation Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities 

have 

Characteristics of student - 

unresponsive 

Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  

Student problem – being in 

a social setting 

Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  

Way to support student 

with disabilities: one on 

one help 

Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Affective/Academic  

Student worry – somebody 

is looking at him 

Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  



 83 

Table 3-5. Continued 

Open Code Category Subcategory Sub-

subcategory 

Student feeling – weird 

around people 

Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  

Teacher insight Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  

Way to accommodate – not 

require interactive work 

Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Affective Emotional 

issue 

Way to support – use 

student‟s strengths in art 

Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Academic Modifying task 

Way to support – motivate Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Affective Motivation, 

self confidence 

Way to support – different 

ways to meet the same 

goals 

Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Academic Modifying task 

School support – academic 

contract 

Supports for 

students with 

Disabilities 

Procedural  

Way to support that failed – 

explaining task 

Supports for 

students with 

Disabilities 

Procedural  

Way to help – one on one 

help 

Supports for 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Academic Intensity of 

Instruction 

Way student presents 

challenges to teacher – 

behavior 

Beliefs Belief about student 

with disabilities 

Beliefs about 

problems of 

students with 

disabilities  
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Table 3-6. Grounded Theory Categories and Dimensions Summary of Core Phenomenon: 

Negotiating Support for Students with Disabilities in Secondary General Education 

Classrooms 

Grounded Theory 

Categories 

Dimensions Sub-Dimensions Varies according to 

Causal Condition: 

Student Struggles 

or is Expected to 

Struggle 

Global Process related Student 

 

  Skill-deficit Student  

 Situated  Task  Student 

  Concept  Student 

Context Temporal Point in School Year Calendar  

  Amount of Time 

Available for instruction, 

in or out of class 

Teacher schedule, 

responsibilities, and 

how teacher structures 

class 

 Organizational Available 

Support/personnel 

Teacher beliefs in 

importance of 

  Mandates/Initiatives Same for all, but 

influence varies re: 

teacher‟s beliefs about 

student needs 

 Academic General: Overall Subject 

Area Definition 

Teachers‟ beliefs 

  Specific: Goals/Tasks Teachers‟ beliefs 

 Class Composition # students, # students 

with disabilities, other 

student characteristics 

  Skill level Individual students 

 Student Strengths Individual students 

  Weaknesses Individual students 

  Needs Individual students 

  History Individual students 

  Behavior Individual students 

  Affect Individual students 

  Motivation Individual students 

Intervening 

conditions 

Beliefs About Self: 

Roles/Responsibilities 

Provide individualized 

instruction – in or after 

class 

Individual teachers 

  Adherence to school 

policies 

Individual teachers 

  Responsibility for 

student success 

Individual teachers 

  Responsibility for whole 

child 

Individual teachers 



 85 

Table 3-6. Continued 

Grounded Theory 

Categories 

Dimensions Sub-Dimensions Varies according to 

  Knowledge 

transmission/construction 

stance 

Individual teachers 

  Persevere with students 

with disabilities 

Individual teachers 

 Beliefs About Subject  Definition of Individual teachers 

  How knowledge is 

attained within 

Individual teachers 

  Nature of knowledge in Individual teachers 

  Goals, purposes of 

instruction 

Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Kinds of tasks given Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

 Beliefs About 

Students with 

Disabilities 

Inclusion in general  Individual teachers 

  Ways students with 

disabilities struggle 

Individual teachers 

  Needs of students with 

disabilities 

Individual teachers, 

individual students 

  Nature of 

ability/disability 

Individual teachers 

Action/Interaction 

Strategies 

Procedural Supports Task specific supports Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Supports that help with 

any task 

Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

 Behavioral Supports Part of school initiative Individual teachers 

  Teacher‟s own initiative Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

 Affective and 

Psychological 

Supports 

Motivational supports Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Teacher caring Individual teachers 

  Teacher empathy Individual teachers 

 Academic Supports Intensity of Instruction Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 



 86 

Table 3-6. Continued 

Grounded Theory 

Categories 

Dimensions Sub-Dimensions Varies according to 

  Format of Instruction Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Explicitness of 

Instruction 

Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Instructional Aids Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Adjusting Process Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Adjusting Product Individual teachers, 

class characteristics, 

individual students 

  Strategy Instruction Individual teachers 

Consequences Student  Academic Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

  Affective  Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

  Psychological Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

  Behavioral Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

 Teacher Influence on beliefs Individual students 

  Cost – time, resources, 

materials 

Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

  Affective (ex. 

Frustration)  

Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

  Psychological (ex. 

Perseverance) 

Individual students, 

kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 

 Class Academic kinds of supports, 

properties of supports 
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Table 3-7. Properties of Selected Dimensions of Core Phenomenon: Negotiating Support for Students with Disabilities in Secondary 

General Education Classes 

Dimensions Properties Considerations for Specifying the Property: Questions Determined by 

Beliefs Nature What is the belief? What is the content of the belief? Explicit teacher statement; 

inference from statement/action 

 Strength How strongly does the teacher hold the belief? 

How definite or unambiguous is the beliefs? 

Repetition of the belief, valence 

of words describing the belief, 

explicit statement of strength of 

belief, length of time talking 

about the belief, degree to which 

belief can be inferred from 

practice 

 Specificity 2 aspects: 1. How explicitly stated is the belief? Is there a 

distinction drawn between two similar beliefs? 2. Does the 

belief pertain to a single student, a specific kind of student, a 

class? Is it about the subject area in general or a particular 

portion? Does it apply in all situations or a defined situation? 

Analysis of specificity of 

expression of the belief in terms 

of the words used to limit the 

belief; specific verbal cues such 

as “in general,” “for this student,” 

etc. 

 Connectedness Does the teacher connect the beliefs to other beliefs, 

explicitly or implicitly? Are there logical connections 

between teacher beliefs? 

Causation words, i.e., because I 

believe x, I believe that y; 

consistency of expressed beliefs 

across interviews; analysis of 

content/nature of beliefs 

Practices  Frequency How often is the support provided? Observation, teacher report 

 Temporality Is the support provided before, during or after instruction? Observation, teacher report 

 Duration How long does the provision of the support last in a 

particular instance? How long is the provision of the support 

extended throughout the year? 

Observation, teacher report 

 Consistency Is the support provided each time a need a particular need is 

perceived? 

Observation, teacher report 
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Table 3-7. Continued 

Dimensions Properties Considerations for Specifying the Property: Questions Determined by 

 Reliability Is the support the same, and provided in the same way, each 

time a particular need is perceived? 

Observation, teacher report 

 Specificity Is the support designed for a specific task/goal or can it be 

generalized to several tasks/goals? Is the task/goal proximal 

or distal? Is the support designed for a specific student or is 

it used for several students? Is the support designed for only 

students with disabilities or is it used with the whole class? 

Observation, teacher report, 

analysis 

 Responsiveness, 

Dynamicism 

Was the support adjusted or modified based on student 

response? Can it be adjusted to individual student needs? 

Observation, teacher report 

 Strength of 

Rationale 

How convincing is the rationale for the use of the support? 

What are the grounds for the rationale? Is the support used 

linked to stated student needs? If so, how tightly is it linked? 

How explicitly stated are the student‟s needs? 

Teacher report, number of 

reasons, evidence for reasons, 

analysis 

 Specificity of 

Rationale 

How explicitly articulated is the rationale for the specific  

support? Is the rationale for the use of the support linked to 

student needs relative to a specific task, a kind of task, a 

broader skills area, a specific student, students with specific 

characteristics, experiences with past students, or an 

observed instance for a specific student? 

Teacher report, analysis 
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Figure 3-1. Photo of set of index cards of identified supports prepared for one participant. 
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Figure 3-2. Photo of emergent theory presented to one participant in Interview Four
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Figure 3-3. Field notes example.
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Curriculum – undefined  

 Definition of her approach 

 Kinds of texts 

 Unit topic 

 Area of focus 

 Example of a text  

 Students need – make transition to high school 

 Class purpose 

 Goal – prepare for the future 

 State tests 

 Way to help 

 Student needs – tied to test 

 Planning – tied to student needs 

 Approach to learning, way students learn 

 Philosophy of education 

 Value – student agency 

 Way to support students with disabilities 

 Student needs 

 Way to support all students 

 Student agency – important 

 Law – IDEA 

 Way to support students 

 Trial and error – way to meet students‟ needs 

 Consequences 

 Problem 

 Characteristics of student 

 Student problem 

 Way to support student with disabilities: one on one help 

 Student worry 

 Student feeling 

 Teacher insight 

 Way to accommodate 

 Way to support – use student‟s strengths 

 Way to support – motivate 

 Way to support – different ways to meet the same goals 

 Requirements for students, goals 

 Student problem, attitude, value 

 School support 

 School rule 

 Student problem 

 Way to support that failed 

 Way to help 

 

Figure 3-4. Open codes from pages 1-4 of Maggie‟s Interview One 
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Figure 3-5. Axial Coding categories and colored flags used to code interviews.  
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Figure 3-6. Photo of interview page with open and axial coding. 
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Figure 3-7. Outline of grounded theory axial coding
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CHAPTER 4 

TEACHERS‟ BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between secondary Language 

Arts teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with learning disabilities included in their 

classes and the supports they provided for those students. Through interviews and observations 

with participant teachers I was able to explore teachers‟ beliefs about supporting students with 

disabilities in meeting the challenges of secondary level general education Language Arts 

classes, and how those beliefs were related to the ways they helped students with disabilities 

make progress towards instructional goals.   

Research questions included: 

1. How are secondary general education Language Arts teachers‟ beliefs related to the 

supports for learning they provide for students with disabilities included in their 

classes? 

2. What are the supports for learning secondary general education Language Arts 

teachers provide for students with learning disabilities included in their classes? 

3. What kinds of beliefs are related to teacher practice in the area of providing support 

for included students with disabilities? 

4. Are there discernible patterns in the relationships among teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices? 

The purpose of this chapter is to present data collected on teachers‟ beliefs and their 

practices to support students with disabilities included in their secondary level general education 

Language Arts classes.  These data reflect teachers‟ understandings of how their beliefs – about 

themselves, their students, and their subject area – are related to the practices they use to support 

students with disabilities. Following a description of the school, each of the four teachers‟ data is 

presented separately. Each teacher description begins with a description of the teacher‟s 

classroom followed by a narrative constructed from the teacher‟s own words that provides detail 
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about the particular context of that teacher‟s class and the teachers‟ beliefs, including: the course 

content and goals, influences on the class, and students with disabilities and the class. The 

teacher narrative sections are followed by a discussion that ties the data to the analytical 

categories identified in Chapter 3.  

The teacher narrative sections were constructed from the teachers‟ own words and included 

interview data from all of the four teacher interviews for each teacher. There were four teacher 

narratives for each teacher: My Class, Influences on My Class, Students with Disabilities and My 

Class, and I Believe. For each of the four narrative sections for each teacher, first, I read all four 

interviews to find data related to the section. Next, I copied and pasted all relevant data into the 

section. I gathered data on each section for one teacher and one section at a time. When I had 

gathered data for all of the sections for one teacher, I considered how I could edit and shape the 

narratives to convey the teacher‟s ideas in a way that was not only logical for the reader, but also 

consistent with what the teachers said. The structure of the sections grew out of the teachers‟ 

ideas and was not imposed upon their ideas. All words in the narratives are teachers‟ own 

complete utterances. I preserved the context of teachers‟ original remarks as much as possible 

and represented their viewpoints as accurately as I could, using the teachers‟ own words. Finally, 

I looked for sentences that qualified or contradicted information in the narratives and removed 

anything that seemed ambiguous or that the teacher had expressed unclear or conflicting ideas 

about. Sentences from all four interviews were combined in the sections to create the narratives. 

The teacher narrative sections are followed by a discussion that ties the data to the 

analytical categories identified in Chapter 3. The analytical categories were derived from 

teachers‟ beliefs and practices identified in the interviews and observations. The discussion is 

organized by teachers‟ practices. Practices teachers used to support the learning of students with 
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disabilities are presented in four subsections: procedural, behavioral, affective and psychological, 

and academic. Teachers‟ expressed beliefs were organized into several categories in the analysis, 

but are discussed within the practices subsections as they were relevant to the specific practices 

subsection. The beliefs categories that emerged from the data were teachers‟ beliefs: about 

students with disabilities and how they learn, about students in general and how they learn, about 

themselves as teachers and their roles and responsibilities, and about language arts – what it is 

and how students progress in it. Connections between teachers‟ practices and teachers‟ beliefs 

are identified at the end of each practices subsection. Practices and beliefs did not neatly 

correspond to one another in exclusive categories; certain beliefs appear to undergird several 

types of supports and beliefs are discussed in each instance they were relevant. All names are 

pseudonymns. 

The School 

Jefferson Secondary School sprawls across a rolling hillside in a small southern city. 

Athletic fields and grassy meadows border the long, low classroom buildings on one side; a quiet 

neighborhood of one family homes abuts the campus on the other. Massive live oak trees heavy 

with Spanish moss line a lazy creek that ambivalently meanders through the campus, taking first 

one tack, then another. Palm trees and tropical vines peep out here and there. A small bridge 

crosses the creek, connecting classrooms lower on the hillside to those at the top of the hill. 

Classrooms are contained in one-story concrete block buildings, 5 classrooms to each building, 

that radiate from a central walkway. Entry to the classrooms is from an exterior corridor; 

classroom windows look out on grassy areas between the classroom buildings. Vegetable 

gardens planted by students as class projects grow in the green areas. The heat is oppressive for 

much of the school year and the hum of the air conditioners blends with the sounds of the birds, 

crickets, and bull frogs that make their homes in the gurgling creek. Students laden with 
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backpacks mill about during the change of classes, cell phones in hand. They shout greetings to 

friends, make plans for later, and exchange books and notes. The smell of fresh cut grass on a 

struggling little breeze almost refreshes those outside. Beauty berry, camellia, jasmine, azalea, 

hibiscus, and crape myrtle each make an appearance, each in its season, here and there 

throughout the campus. 

Although at first glance the school setting seemed idyllic, the school buildings were aged 

and were in the process of being entirely replaced. The old air conditioners often failed to 

achieve a comfortable temperature within the school buildings and condensation often formed on 

interior walls. Several classes took place in mobiles at the rear of the campus.  

During my investigation, the school was implementing the first stage of a Response to 

Intervention (RTI) framework. This entailed the identification of ten students who were at risk of 

failure at each grade level. Typically, the grade level lists included several students with 

disabilities, but were not exclusive to students with disabilities. Students were identified for the 

list due to low state test scores. Teachers kept an especially close eye on those students in their 

classes.  Teachers also kept logs recording how often they “checked in” with those students, 

mostly about whether they had completed assignments and were attending classes. Teachers 

were also required to meet in grade level teams and discuss students‟ performance across each 

other‟s classes; these discussions focused on all students, but a special effort was made to pay 

attention to students on the list. 

The school is on a block schedule. Classes meet for 100 minutes on alternate days except 

for Mondays. All classes meet for 50 minutes on Mondays.  
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Maggie 

Maggie’s Classroom 

Maggie‟s classroom is the last one at the end of one of the external corridors. Round 

painted steel tables in the area outside the classrooms provide space for students to gather or 

have a snack. The room is rectangular, with the whiteboard taking up one of the short ends 

immediately to the left of the entrance. Blue lockers line the opposite wall.  Towards the rear, 

boxes are stacked high. At the rear, there are overflowing bookshelves. A small teacher‟s office 

opens from the right rear corner. It contains a computer, desk, and 2 chairs. There is long counter 

against the wall on the right side of the room that looks like it was installed to hold about 6 

classroom computers at one point. Student desks face the center of the room: 6 rows of 2 desks 

on each of the long sides of the room. In the large space formed by the desks in the center of the 

room, there is a rectangular table that holds papers, files and the teacher‟s laptop, connected to a 

projector aimed at the white board. Student work and photos are displayed on the bulletin boards 

above the long counter. The day‟s agenda and homework are written on the whiteboard. Maggie 

stands in the hallway greeting students as they arrive in twos and threes. Students know what 

they‟re about as they put papers in one drawer, get materials from another, and look at the board 

to see what‟s on the agenda for the day. The atmosphere is casual and unrushed, but focused. 

This is Maggie‟s 4
th

 year teaching. She has a BA in Public Relations and an MEd in 

English education. She had one workshop during her teacher preparation on teaching students 

with disabilities, and she consults with the special education support staff 1-2 hours per week.  

The Concept Map Maggie drew is at the end of this chapter, with the other teachers‟. I 

included them in this chapter rather than Chapter 3 because they comprise the teachers‟ own   

analysis and representation of their approach to planning instruction. In this kind of research, 

participants are considered to be contributors to the research and members of the research team.  
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My Class 

I teach Language Arts – at least that‟s what I like to call my class. I like to do a lot of real 

world text. Right now, we‟re doing a persuasion unit, so we‟re looking at commercials, 

propaganda, speeches and movies. We hit literature, but we did it in an autobiography way so we 

looked at a lot of autobiographies. I try to make it tie to things they will have to do in the future.  

We have in 9
th

 grade the FCAT exam in March. As we move toward FCAT, my honors 

class goes in a different direction and my standard class stays a little more focused on reading 

comprehension in order to do well on the test and that‟s just a logistical choice, I guess. I think 

we try to approach it in a way that is very independent learning, very student directed, so that 

whenever students have a topic that they are to write about or think about, they have a lot of 

agency  - what are we going to choose to read, what are we going to choose to write. That‟s how 

I am able to cater to students with disabilities as well as students who feel that they need to be 

challenged in a different way. I guess I try to let it come from them.  

I don‟t think it‟s so much about the book that I assign, or even the vocabulary they have to 

learn, or the papers they have to write, but I think it‟s about making them critical thinkers and 

equipping them to function in the world. You know, my biggest reason why I became a teacher 

is because there are so many messages that are coming at kids, like from so many different 

directions. I think I teach them to think critically about the world. I think language arts is a place 

that gives me a lot of freedom. I just sort of pull from what‟s going on, so how I decide is usually 

by what I‟m interested in at the time. So, for example, right now we‟re doing a project on 

homelessness. The goal is not necessarily to teach them about the issue of homelessness. That is 

part of it, but it‟s more to give them tools on how to be an advocate whenever they‟re in the real 

world. So, we‟re learning to talk to people who might be different from us, and how to donate 
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services for a purpose, and a little bit about self-sacrifice. And we are reading local news articles 

about the topic, and newsletters published by the woman who runs Home Van.  

I try to give the same thing to everyone, and just modify it a little bit. For example, if my 

second period class is extremely task oriented, and they work really really fast, so for that class, 

if I‟m doing a lesson that involves reading and maybe writing a summary of what they‟ve read, 

then I know I need to add something extra in there to keep them focused because they‟ll get 

through that a lot faster than anyone else. So, I might have to add in something interactive like a 

speaking component to it as well. And then, for a class that struggles with reading 

comprehension, I might have to say, okay, rather than everyone reading the paper individually, I 

might have to be like, read aloud in pairs. So, at the end, every student has gotten pretty much 

the same material, it‟s just a different way of getting it. So, we have the idea of advocacy, and 

then homelessness is our route to get there. And we‟re reading these articles, we‟re reading 

narratives about people who have been homeless, biographies, and we are writing our own 

biographies and we are: reading, writing, and speaking; we are interviewing people who received 

services. They‟re going to take their biographies and they‟re going to bind them at Target Copy, 

and then sell them for proceeds to give to the shelter. [The kids are writing a biography of] 

someone who received services at St. Francis House.  

[I saw you were teaching the inverted pyramid when I was in the last class, and so that was 

part of the news - ] Yes, understanding how to read a news article. I would never have a class 

where we learn about the inverted pyramid in a day. There has to be a so what, how do I use this, 

how does this apply to the real world.  

I think that people who may have had bad experiences that weren‟t as positive, when they 

were in language arts, might think that English is a boring class where you‟re made to read about 
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something you don‟t care about and write an essay that you might not like, or it‟s not really 

relevant to the real world. The whole world is about what you do in English. That‟s how we 

communicate, by talking to each other, and by writing things down, and by reading things that 

each other write. Language is how we relate to each other, and it applies to - everything we could 

possibly ever do involves some sort of communication. The purpose of English is to learn how to 

communicate. In anything that you choose to do, you‟re going to be communicating with people 

and learning how to see different perspectives.  

Influences on My Class 

I use the Sunshine State Standards. Oftentimes, whenever I‟m doing a lesson plan, I‟ll look 

and make sure that I have things on there. There‟s a lot of stuff I don‟t naturally think about, so I 

just go back and fill it in.  

I know that a lot of times kind of going along with school initiatives or state, there‟s things 

in our classroom that maybe wouldn‟t be there if they weren‟t asked of us to be there, and so it‟s 

like a negotiation between what‟s expected of us by whatever is set forth and what we actually 

believe. Maybe negotiation is a good word for it, negotiating what‟s important and weighing out 

our beliefs of what students need to know and what the state or schools say they may need. And 

you can go through a procedural task and not actually show any academic learning. It‟s almost 

like how do you decide what to teach. How do you pick content in the first place? It‟s a huge 

thing. All these voices telling us what to do, and our personal reasons of why we‟re here in the 

first place. Everyone listens to other voices to do our jobs appropriately because we‟re being 

checked up on all the time.  

Kids become good readers, good writers, and good consumers of media by a lot of 

repetition and practice. I give a lot of time to independent reading and then finding ways for kids 
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to talk about what they‟re reading, and do projects on what they‟re reading. Enjoying what 

you‟re doing is a huge part, in proficiency. 

[I structure their tasks] around their own interests or wonderings. When we do our fiction 

segment we talk about similar things in class, characterization and skills they should learn like 

how to write a paper on a book, literary criticism. But as far as what to read, that should come 

from them, not me. But sometimes it‟s useful to read common things.  

Students with Disabilities and My Class 

I think if a teacher is patient and really paying attention, they‟ll know when a student 

understands, especially a student with disabilities. If you‟re already aware of what the disability 

is, then you‟re kind of looking for clues. Like, I have a student who struggles with his processing 

time, so I already know ahead of time that I‟m going to have to say the instructions slower, I‟m 

going to have to give him a little more time to do it, and I‟m going to have to check in with him. 

I can‟t just assume that he‟s got it after I give him the information. So, just being aware before 

you even given them something to do is huge, and I think if you are aware and you‟re patient and 

you‟re actually listening to them, then you‟ll be able to commit to understanding and get them 

there.  

I have one student who couldn‟t be reflective on what he had learned. He had trouble 

understanding whenever I asked him, “Okay, tell me what we‟ve learned this semester and what 

you‟ve learned as a person through these assignments.” And his response was, “Well, I already 

know everything.” And it was hard for me to communicate what I wanted him to do: think back 

before you learned all this, and what did you learn in your time with me, so that‟s tough. It 

wouldn‟t be the same if he was in a math class. That‟s something that is finite, you know it or 

you don‟t, versus English, it‟s hard to say, “Okay, I used to not know this, but now I know that, 

and that helps me to understand this other thing to see the connection.” 
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Timmy is the type of person that I 100% have to stay on. I cannot relieve myself of the 

responsibility or he‟ll do poorly. He made a D this nine weeks on his report card, and I was 

putting that into my grades, and I had this tinge of if I had stayed on him 100%, he could have 

made a B or a C, but I kind of stressed at the end of the year and relieved myself a little and saw 

his grade go down. And that happens on an everyday basis, too. For example, their final exam 

was the reflection essay, on everything we had done in the second semester. He was writing and 

the prompt said to address each point: what did you learn, what work did you do or not do, and 

there were 5 points. And he numbered his rather than writing in narrative format. So, I went to 

him and said, instead of saying this isn‟t an essay, I said I‟d like him to write three paragraphs. 

He took his numbers and wrote them as paragraphs and I accepted them both and gave him a 

grade as if he had done the whole essay. He didn‟t really write the whole essay, but I graded him 

as if he had because that was the most I could have expected of him given his capabilities. I felt 

that was the most fair way to assess him.  

I think it‟s the most important part of my job, to get to know them and accommodate them, 

not in the educational way, but as a human: having respect for them, paying attention to what 

they need and how they react, and if it‟s making a difference for them or not. In fact, I would say 

it goes to a fault with me sometimes. I don‟t know if I have enough rigor since I love them so 

much. You make a judgment call at some point about when you need to kick a kid in the butt 

about some things, and I do get there, but I feel like that‟s the most important thing I can give 

them, is an adult they feel actually respects them and cares. No one has paid attention to them 

before in that way. They‟ve paid attention to them, but to their test taking ability, not who they 

actually are and what they care about.  
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I want him to get to the place where he could achieve to the same level as his peers. I want 

to believe that he can go to college one day and do well, but I don‟t know if that‟s a realistic 

goal. It‟s so hard. Because on the one hand, I work with people who say, I hold a high standard 

because the world holds a high standard. For me, this isn‟t the real world, it‟s 9
th

 grade and this is 

his chance to learn how to be successful there. You have to build a good relationship with him 

and then go and explain instruction to him personally. I let him read and I let him draw and then 

I go over and tell him what to do. I‟ll ask him questions about what he‟s reading and what he‟s 

thinking about. He comes in every Monday to see me after school for our tutoring. 

He needs to force himself to think about what‟s going on. Sometimes, he sees the 

assignments as so huge and boggling and he has all this work to do, and [I] kind of cut it down 

for him a little bit, help him see a beginning, middle, and end.  

Providing a scribe or reader, I have to organize that with Dr. Moon ahead of time, and 

she‟s really helpful if I need anything. Same thing with extra people, providing help, it‟s 

organizational and I wish I had it 100% of the time, and you really do have to try to get it. It‟s 

important that a student has a scribe so that what he cognitively can actually do is evident there, 

so that his disability doesn‟t affect the products. If he has trouble reading a long passage of text 

or understanding instructions, I don‟t want that one problem to affect him showing how much he 

has learned or that he can pass. What I taught him, that‟s what I want to come out, not the 

disability. Laying it out ahead of time and setting goals, like for this unit, this is what I want my 

kids to be able to do, to be able to use these vocabulary words correctly and be able to organize 

an essay based on this formant, or whatever. One thing we worked on in our writing was varying 

sentence structure. I know that that kid knows how to vary sentence structure, but what I don‟t 

want to test is his ability to use his hands to write the correct words. So, if the support is then 
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using a laptop, then I can more accurately assess what is going on. I can see he can use different 

sentences, and that‟s the real thing I‟m trying to measure.  

And it‟s so hard, too, it always seems that I have to work on sentence structure with this 

kid and vocabulary with this kid and spelling with this kid. It‟s so huge and maybe not 

everybody has a problem with sentence structure. One kid writes beautiful varied sentences, why 

would I want that student wasting three or four weeks of her life when she already knows how to 

do it? I‟ve been trying to think how I can develop curriculum with kids that is more 

individualized, almost where they decide what the weaknesses are and that‟s what we work on 

together. And practice, but practice with feedback because if you don‟t have any feedback, you 

don‟t know what you‟re doing wrong.  

It‟s kind of interesting how RTI is currently organized at our school, like communication 

with other teachers. Logs, that‟s connected to that program as well. And homeroom check in is 

part of the log thing. And I would say that these things are, the reason why I do it, the first reason 

why is because I was told to do it, which is actually a good thing cause I might not have 

conceptualized doing it in the way that it‟s done. It‟s like a written record of what you do, and 

when it ends and you‟re at meeting with these other teachers, then you tried X, Y, and Z and see 

if it helped and then change. One of the most helpful things is each teacher is responsible for 

three to four kids in particular that are kind of like on their radar, as high needs.  

The writing partnership is the coolest thing I do all year. Students would write an essay or 

whatever and then the college students would [give feedback]. The writing process is so 

individual, and it really takes reading every word that they write, thinking in your head: where 

are they going with this and what mistakes did the make here, did they put this comma here, then 

why did they put it here, and that sort of thought process is time consuming and it‟s something 
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that I can do and I love doing it, but the fact that I have such help with the writing partnership 

and so many people looking at it with me, it‟s huge. I think that‟s a problem faced by English 

teachers, we have such big groups of kids. I have 120 students and we have to take them from 

these low levels to what they‟re expected to do by the end of the year, and all of this other stuff 

thrown at them at the same time. And other teachers say they don‟t teach writing because they 

don‟t have the time, and what happens is the kids don‟t get better at it.  

Multimedia is important because it addresses different learning needs. It gives students 

something to look at if they can‟t catch everything I‟m saying, and that‟s really important and it 

connects them to what they‟re used to as well.  

So it was me and Dr. Moon and we sat together for some vocabulary I wanted my kids to 

learn, and she had the great idea that the kids could act it out because there were slight 

differences in the words that they had to show. She helped me come up with the idea for that 

lesson and was also there for that lesson. Whenever the kids were getting together trying to 

figure out what to do, she was going around with me checking in on the kids. So, me standing up 

or just handing them a list of words, I don‟t feel that is good teaching; but, getting them in 

groups to think how to act, that‟s good teaching. 

I Believe 

I believe English is not too hard for anybody. I believe English is accessible to anyone, no 

matter the level of disability, because I believe there‟s so much variation in what you can create 

and see in language arts that there‟s no disability that prevents you from understanding and 

enjoying what I‟m trying to get across; it‟s very flexible, very workable.  

And it‟s an individual thing, too, you can mold it into what you want it to be, so I don‟t 

believe a disability has any bearing over what you can understand in language arts. It‟s all about 
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communication, there‟s always a way to communicate something. You might have to be more 

creative, but there‟s always a way to get to that.  

I believe it‟s really important that kids feel safe in the classroom, and that they feel like 

they can say something and not be made to feel stupid or wrong, and that they feel supported. 

My role is not to stand in front of the classroom and tell them everything, but it‟s to help them 

come to their own understanding, and when they struggle, to be there.  

I think everybody tries really hard, and every single teacher loves students. I really believe 

that.  

I would love to have one person who really understands special education, who‟s an expert 

in special education and who would have a regular [meeting with me] to talk about my 

curriculum and then she can think, she can say, this is not going to work because what about 

your student who has trouble with whatever. Then give me a technique, tactic, or idea. My 

English education has just been in English teaching and I love the program. I think that, you 

know, it was really good for me to do. But I haven‟t had any special education training. I think 

that I‟m good enough to – I‟m good enough. I‟ll say that, I‟m good enough. But I think that a 

professional could really help me with those areas where I don‟t know exactly what I‟m doing. It 

almost seems like I need another degree to do it, or another person in the room all the time. I say 

all that, and I don‟t think I‟m doing a bad job. I think that I‟m doing a really good job, but 

ideally, an ideal situation would be I would have another degree, or I need another special 

education person that is in my room at least 50% of the time: on the front end, like curriculum 

wise and in the classroom. 

I think that if they don‟t have enough in my class, then it‟s my shortcoming. I mean, it 

doesn‟t fall on anyone else.  
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Analysis of Maggie’s Beliefs and Practices to Support Students with Disabilities  

The analysis section for each teacher will include the practices the teacher used to support 

the learning of students with disabilities in their classes and a discussion of how those practices 

are linked to the beliefs the teacher expressed.  

Maggie identified a number of ways to support students with disabilities included in her 

classes. Supports she provided are discussed below in terms of types of supports and the kinds of 

beliefs she expressed that were linked to specific ways to support the learning of students with 

disabilities.  

Procedural supports for learning 

Maggie provided several supports to her included students with disabilities that can be 

thought of as procedural, or supports that assisted students with procedures related to completing 

tasks. These kinds of supports are focused on helping students understand the task and organize 

their approach to the task. Maggie said that students with disabilities often need to have a task 

explained multiple times, in multiple ways. For example, during one observation, Maggie 

explained the task of writing a letter to the whole class. She supported her explanation with a 

handout containing the assignment steps and she also a projected image of the handout on a 

screen during her explanation. When she finished answering questions from the group, she sat 

down next to Timmy and talked to him for several minutes about the task until he was able to 

explain the task to her in his own words. She also helped him get started by writing two 

sentences with him, thus helping him both to organize the task and to get started.  

Another procedural kind of support is continually encouraging the student to perform the 

task. In the same example, throughout the 100 minute class, Maggie frequently checked in on 

Timmy‟s progress and told him what he was doing well and what he could improve. On other 

occasions, Maggie provided models of finished products, templates to help with the organization 
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of content, and helped with brainstorming ideas for writing. Maggie said it is also important to 

provide students with disabilities with written instructions and to clarify directions. Finally, 

Maggie was “in constant contact with Mom, I email her and call her all the time” to support 

Timmy in completing projects and assignments at home. 

 The use of procedural supports to support the learning of students with disabilities can be 

linked to several of Maggie‟s beliefs. Maggie‟s rationale for providing procedural supports 

explicitly included the belief that students with disabilities can be successful if they have 

“someone to come in and intervene, and check on him, remind him of simple things.” She said, 

“This kid has a disability that prevents him being organized and getting work completed,” 

revealing her beliefs about how students with disabilities may struggle in her class. “He needs to 

force himself to think about what‟s going on. And a lot of times when I go to him, I‟ll say, 

„Timmy, what are you doing? What should you be doing?‟ and that forces him to pay attention.” 

Maggie believed students must practice in order to learn and so it was essential that she 

find ways to support them in completing tasks. She believed “a lot of repetition and practice” 

was necessary for students to become good readers, good writers, and good consumers of media, 

and so her use of procedural supports is also related to her beliefs about how students progress 

within the subject area of language arts. Because Maggie believed students must practice in order 

to learn, she therefore found ways to support practice. Maggie‟s taking this responsibility upon 

herself is related to her beliefs about herself as a teacher and her own roles and responsibilities: 

“My job is more of a guide and a support. It‟s to help them come to their own understanding, and 

when they struggle, to be there.” Maggie‟s use of procedural supports to get students started on 

tasks and continually checking in on their progress was also related to her beliefs about 

assessment. Because she saw her tasks and assignments mostly as formative, that is, their 
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purpose was to provide a learning experience rather than to test how much students already 

knew, providing help and advice during the performance of a task did not present a conflict as it 

might for a teacher who believed students should be assessed on what they are able to do on their 

own. She helped students do the assignment, rather than remediating after they failed.  

Behavioral supports 

 The behavioral supports category included teacher behaviors related to ensuring or 

checking on student behaviors such as attending class, completing assignments, and conducting 

themselves appropriately. Teachers included these kinds of actions as part of what they did to 

provide support for students with disabilities. Many of these supports were required of teachers 

within the context of the school-wide RTI implementation. RTI in this school was in the early 

stages of implementation and did not include any academic support. Rather, ten students who 

were at risk of failure were identified at each grade level. Teachers kept an especially close eye 

on those students in their classes and they kept logs recording how often they “checked in” with 

those students, mostly about whether they had completed assignments and were attending 

classes. Teachers were also required to meet in grade level teams and discuss students‟ 

performance across each other‟s classes; these discussions focused on all students, but a special 

effort was made to pay attention to students on the list. Maggie said she complied with RTI 

requirements, and that she made a special effort to keep track of the students on the list. Timmy 

was on Maggie‟s list, and she said: 

I think that me staying on his butt all the time is what has really helped him. . . . 

Sometimes throughout the week we‟ll talk about grades, what is going on in your 

life, to establish some sort of relationship. . . . You keep up with their grades, you 

email their teachers regularly to see how they are doing in the classes and you 

contact mom and dad.  

Other behavioral supports Maggie provided on her own included performing a systematic, 

regular review of student progress, behavior and attendance for students she had identified as 
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struggling in her class and students with disabilities. She believed that students often “really just 

need the extra push” and that it was her responsibility to do everything she could to keep up with 

the student‟s progress. “I feel really bad that moments like that probably passed me by all the 

time,” she said, referring to the time before she developed a system to track students so regularly.  

 Complying with the RTI initiative was related to several of Maggie‟s beliefs; most 

obviously, her beliefs about her roles and responsibilities as a teacher included compliance with 

school policies. Her provision of the RTI supports was also related to her beliefs about how 

students with disabilities learn in that she believed establishing relationships with students with 

disabilities and making them believe teachers cared was critical for motivating them to perform 

in class: “I think it‟s the most important part of my job, to get to know them and accommodate 

them, not in the educational way, but as a human: having respect for them, paying attention to 

what they need and how they react, and if it‟s making a difference for them or not.” Paying 

attention to students‟ attendance and asking them about their assignments were some of the ways 

Maggie‟s practice reflected her beliefs that having respect for students and paying attention to 

them was important; these beliefs also affected supports described in the next section. 

Affective and psychological supports 

 Maggie‟s concern for her students as human beings permeated her approach to teaching 

and she spoke several times of providing supports that can be thought of as related to students‟ 

emotional or psychological well-being. Supports in the affective and psychological supports 

category are related to students‟ relationships with teachers, student emotional well-being, and 

student motivation.  

 Affective supports for Maggie‟s students were centered on building strong relationships 

with them. She said that Timmy, in the beginning of the year, was withdrawn and refused to do 

any work. She put a lot of effort into understanding the reasons for Timmy‟s performance and 



 114 

figuring out how to help him. She said, “I guess it‟s a motivational problem that‟s affected by 

feeling inadequate and having high social problems.” One strategy she figured out to support him 

was to let him have some choice within the structure of her assignments. For example, “he did a 

writing assignment in a comic book format.” Maggie also figured out that within her online 

writing partnership activity, Timmy was greatly intimidated by the idea of putting his work on 

the internet for someone else to read and respond to. So, she “quickly realized I had to 

restructure the expectations for him, and so rather than even typing it, he‟s actually writing it 

onto his drawings,” and his writing partner comes to meet him instead of communicating with 

him online. In order to help Timmy build confidence and feel comfortable doing the task, 

Maggie found a way to change the task both in terms of how Timmy would complete the task 

and how he would receive feedback. Maggie said that her willingness to work with Timmy‟s 

strengths to help him complete the assignment contributed to the building of trust between them, 

and she attributed the change in his attitude towards work in her class to that trust: “But I had to 

prove that to him, by committing to meet with him, and change that assignment, and slowing 

things down. I think if I wouldn‟t have done those things, I wouldn‟t hardly see anything out of 

him. I wouldn‟t hardly get any work out of him.” Maggie also made an effort to look for patterns 

in students‟ behavior that might indicate a need for emotional support: “sleeping in class, social 

things like if there were people being ostracized or boyfriend and girlfriend stuff happens a lot. I 

know it‟s crazy. It affects things.” Maggie phoned parents to alert them to changes in students‟ 

behavior and talked to students about emotional challenges they faced.  

 Finally, Maggie engendered student motivation by incorporating opportunities for student  

choice into her coursework and using multimedia. Even though these were things Maggie did for 

all of her students, she spoke of them in the context of supports for students with disabilities. 
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Students were often allowed to choose their own novels within parameters Maggie set. Maggie 

used movie clips in class and often brought in a mobile laptop lab so that each student could 

work on a computer to create products that incorporated images and movies. Even though 

teachers at the school each have their own webpage on the school‟s website, Maggie said 

students did not often visit teachers‟ pages, so Maggie created her own Facebook page and 

posted class assignments there so that her assignment would appear in the students‟ Facebook 

Newsfeeds, something that she knew students checked several times a day. “Already when they 

come to school, it‟s outside of the real world to them. They feel like, okay, I‟ll come to school, 

turn off my phone, turn off my brain.” 

 The affective and psychological supports Maggie provided were related to several of her 

beliefs. She believed that for some students with disabilities, it was necessary for her to build a 

trusting relationship before the student could be helped academically. “It‟s like a balance, 

because you want them to understand the material you‟re teaching, but I think a lot of people 

have to learn they won‟t listen to you unless they know you . . . almost like a way to bridge the 

gap between content and relationship building, not see it as two different things.” She believed it 

was her responsibility to help students negotiate emotional challenges, “especially with kids that 

don‟t have the ability to stand up for themselves; they can be pressured by any number of things, 

bullying, getting in trouble.” Maggie also believed it was her responsibility to make her class 

meaningful and relevant to students, so much so that she violated the school‟s ethics code in 

creating her own Facebook page and communicating with students through Facebook. Finally, 

Maggie‟s affective supports were related to her beliefs about language arts and how students 

make progress within it. She believed that there were multiple ways to reach her academic goals 

and that it was important for student motivation for her to provide choices about reading material 
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and student products whenever possible. “The idea that you‟re curious about this, so I‟m going to 

help you understand it, is different than I know all the answers, so I‟m going to give them to 

you.” Maggie‟s consistently incorporated opportunities for student choice into her class, 

allowing students to choose reading material, products or processes. 

Academic supports 

 Academic supports for learning were supports designed to help students with specific 

academic tasks or goals. Maggie employed several kinds of academic supports with her students 

with disabilities, including: scaffolding, graphic organizers, differentiation, increased intensity of 

instruction, and on-the-spot responsiveness. She also used external support to implement some of 

the supports, including the school support staff and parents. Academic supports were provided 

before, during and after instruction.  

 Scaffolding is a term used to describe several teacher behaviors associated with using 

students‟ existing or prior knowledge to help them grasp new concepts or extend their skills 

(Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). Teachers might model a complex task repeatedly, gradually 

shifting responsibility to the student. Or, teachers might engage students in a discussion and use 

their partially correct answers to guide them towards understanding or questioning a new 

concept, thus assisting students to use prior knowledge to master new skills or content. Maggie 

provided scaffolding to students with disabilities on several occasions. One time, Maggie 

explained a letter writing assignment to Timmy and went over the steps in completing the 

assignment several times. Finally, she wrote the first two sentences of the letter with him. This 

gave him a start to the assignment and also served to provide an organizational structure for the 

remainder of his written response: 

A persuasive letter was the assignment. And he told me verbally what he wanted to 

do. At the top of the paper was “remember what you wanted to write about.” I gave 

him a few suggestions of what he wanted to cover. He wanted to write to a comic 
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book publisher and persuade them to publish his comic. So, I kind of guided his 

thinking, like these are the things that you do well – gave him a little list. Then I 

formatted the letter, Dear Blank. Then I put a few key sentences already in there, so 

he kind of had things to work around. It took time. But it gave him some 

parameters, I think, so it wasn‟t so intimidating – okay, so I have to write this letter. 

I kind of set it up for him so he could fill in the blanks. 

Maggie helped the student think of things to write about, provided the format for the 

assignment, and helped the student start on the assignment. Maggie explicitly identified the 

assignment being “intimidating” as part of the student‟s difficulty, and so her supports in this 

instance were targeted at affective needs as well as organizational and academic needs.  

 Maggie reported that she often used graphic organizers to help students organize content. 

The use of a graphic organizer is an instance of a support that was developed initially with the 

needs of one or several students in mind that the teacher would then decide to use with the whole 

group. An example of the use of a graphic organizer I observed was in a lesson focused on the 

anatomy of a news article. The graphic organizer was an inverted pyramid, a diagram that 

conveyed the organizational structure of a news article:  most important details at the top, least 

important at the bottom. Students wrote details from a news article into spaces in an outline of an 

inverted pyramid. The inverted pyramid helped students stay focused on the task and remember 

how a news article is structured. It also helped students focus on identifying the most important 

information, a foundational skill in reading comprehension.  

 Maggie anticipated the struggles of her students with disabilities and consistently devised 

ways to support their learning when she planned her lessons. She considered the specific tasks 

she was planning in light of specific students‟ strengths and weaknesses. One way she supported 

students with disabilities in meeting her goals during planning was differentiating either 

processes or products. An example of differentiating the process for a student with disabilities 
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was when she arranged for the student to have access to a scribe while completing an 

assignment: 

Providing a scribe or reader, I have to organize that with Dr. Moon ahead of time, 

and she‟s really helpful if I need anything. Same thing with extra people, providing 

help, it‟s organizational and I wish I had it 100% of the time, and you really do 

have to try to get it. It‟s important that a student has a scribe so that what he 

cognitively can actually do is evident there, so that his disability doesn‟t affect the 

products. If he has trouble reading a long passage of text or understanding 

instructions, I don‟t want that one problem to affect him showing how much he has 

learned or that he can pass. What I taught him, that‟s what I want to come out, not 

the disability. Laying it out ahead of time and setting goals, like for this unit, this is 

what I want my kids to be able to do, to be able to use these vocabulary words 

correctly and be able to organize an essay based on this format, or whatever. 

Maggie stressed the idea of separating specific instructional goals in her course from 

reading or writing processes that students with disabilities may have difficulty with. She set 

content related goals that she believed could be measured separately from reading and writing 

ability. To support students in meeting the goals she set for them, she also provided opportunities 

for students to differentiate products as long as they met expectations. For instance, she allowed 

students to choose alternate forms for writing assignments and read books of their own choice 

within certain parameters. 

Maggie structured class time so there were opportunities to provide support to students 

who needed extra help, and also increased the intensity of instruction through after school 

tutoring, arranging for support staff at the school to come into class to help students, and 

participating in a partnership with the local university that paired college students in English 

Education with students in her classes to provide individual feedback on writing assignments. 

Students came to her classroom and worked with her students and also communicated with 

students about their writing online. Maggie stressed the importance of on-the-spot 

responsiveness for supporting students in class: 
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You have to anticipate that there are going to be people who aren‟t going to 

understand it. You can‟t think that the second you say, “Okay, get to work,” it‟s 

time for you to check out. It‟s time for me to be like, okay, I have to be there, 

because you‟re not going to understand this, and you‟re not going to understand 

that. It‟s not time to sit down at your desk and start grading papers. At the 

beginning there is planning and anticipation of student difficulty and at some point 

of a lesson, a teacher modifies what they‟re doing. Even if I plan for students with 

disabilities, there are points where you can‟t anticipate and someone doesn‟t 

understand. You could totally redesign the lesson or you could go talk to the one 

kid that has a problem with it. 

Several connections between Maggie‟s academic supports for students with disabilities and 

her beliefs existed. Maggie‟s strong belief that she was responsible for the learning of all of her 

students was evidenced in the extra time and work she put in to ensure that students had access to 

several different kinds of supports such as coordinating with school and university personnel. 

She spent a great deal of time thinking about the needs of her students and planning how to help 

them be successful. Maggie believed her role encompassed several sorts of activities, including 

being an after-school tutor and providing individual help during class. Maggie believed that all 

of her students could improve in English no matter what challenges their disability brought, and 

she found ways, such as working with a scribe or a reader, that allowed students to demonstrate 

content knowledge in ways other than reading or writing. Maggie‟s belief that content 

knowledge could be separated from proficiency in the communicative process is related to her 

beliefs about the nature of language arts, her goals for students, and her beliefs about how 

students make progress in language arts. Because she had specific, well-articulated goals in the 

subject area, she was able to allow for multiple ways to meet her goals and discriminate specific 

ways students struggled. She was thus able to provide support targeted specifically to both 

student and task.  
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Nora 

Nora’s Classroom 

 Nora‟s classroom is in the middle of one exterior corridor of classrooms. Student work is 

displayed on bulletin boards lining the corridor and inside the classroom. The room is 

rectangular; the entry door is in a corner of the room and faces windows overlooking a grassy 

area. The windows fill the room with natural light. Blackboards and bulletin boards line the walls 

that meet at the doorway. Left of the windows, the far left corner of the classroom is partitioned 

to form a teachers‟ office/storage area. A teacher‟s desk with a computer on it is set catercorner 

in front of the storage area, facing the door across the room. The wall on the left contains 

wooden storage lockers, painted blue. There is a television within one of them. Student desks 

face the wooden storage lockers and are arranged in 6 rows of 4 desks. Students sit down and 

begin copying homework from the board when they enter the room. A large monthly calendar 

with notes is displayed on the wall behind the students. Nora stands in the doorway between 

classes and hurries students along to their destinations. She begins class before the sound of the 

bell has completely faded. Her agenda is detailed and fast-paced, and she sticks to it. Students 

are cooperative and engaged. Nora monitors student work continuously, encouraging, correcting 

and helping students. 

Nora has been teaching for 38 years and has a master‟s in education. She also teaches 

Journalism and Driver‟s Education. She attended many workshops related to supporting students 

with disabilities over the years. She spends about 1 hour a week consulting with the special 

education support staff.  

My Class 

We‟re responsible for many of the skills: the writing obviously, the vocabulary. It‟s 

literature based, always bringing in some vocabulary usage, writing and thinking skills, speaking. 
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I always try to provide at least 2 speaking opportunities for the kids [so they are] getting some 

practice with that. That is the problem with language arts - there is just so much that we are 

responsible for as English teachers. Just a wide range of skills, and that‟s frustrating, but it‟s also 

nice because it‟s never boring. There‟s always something you can do. There‟s always a skill to 

work on and you can relate anything to what we‟re doing in language arts, really. 

And that‟s part of the frustration, because it‟s a skill, whereas in math, you multiply, and 

you learn the multiplication tables, and that gives you the skills. In language arts, you‟re going to 

be coming across different words and different concepts, so to me the difference between the two 

is great. In math or science, you have a set of knowledge you can just teach them: this is the fact, 

these are the things to learn, but in language arts, it‟s dealing with the world. 

But I think it is all about them independently attacking the work. You know, you‟ll read 

the book or practicing speaking. The more writing they do, the better they are at it, the more 

confidence they have. So all those things are tied together. You can give direct instruction, like, 

let‟s see how can we figure out what the word means in context, or let‟s underline something that 

you think is a synonym. You can give direct instruction, but so much of it, you know, it‟s not 

about the instruction that they get, it‟s them applying it individually. Proficiency in say, reading 

and writing, develops by practice, practice, practice. 

Another one of my goals is making kids think, having them question things. To me, that‟s 

a big goal of a lot of the literature they read.  Like, what is this saying about society or why did 

this happen? A book that makes you think about things is an important course goal for me, 

something that makes the students think or question or challenge their beliefs, just to get their 

minds going.  
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I start off with short stories, usually, with terminology. Then we will do a novel and 

apply that terminology. After that, sometimes I‟ll go into different authors, specific authors, and 

do a non-fiction unit or a science fiction unit. Then I do a poetry unit. Usually the poetry unit is 

before FCAT because they have a lot of things like that on FCAT and the kids like to have that 

experience. Though I don‟t think they ask them the kind of questions that I do, it is still just 

exposure to poetry. Usually, I‟ll do a little bit of mythology, then I usually do The Miracle 

Worker or a play. Then, science fiction again at the end when we do The Giver which is kind of 

futuristic, and The Watsons Go to Birmingham, which is a classic that I do, which is historical 

fiction. Throughout that whole course we focus on the same literary terms, story elements, 

symbols, conflicts, and then of course writing - grammar usage is part of it. The test has a lot of 

objective stuff, like those little terms that you saw, but then they have to pick one of the novels, 

and apply one of the literary terms we‟ve studied all year to that one novel, like go through and 

talk about the point of view and the symbolism and the conflicts and the resolutions and just the 

whole thing. That way, it shows me that they understand the terminology, not just the definition 

of it.  

And I‟ll often make comparisons, like before novels we were reviewing, I said let‟s talk 

about a theme that we decided could go for almost all the books we‟ve read, not just from this 

semester. We talked about a common theme, and we first applied that theme to them all, and then 

they went and divided it up and did their individual focuses, just to make them realize that there 

are connections with what they're doing and hopefully to get them to remember that we didn‟t 

just read a story to read a story, but because of the ideas it generates, because it makes you think. 

So that‟s part of it, I'm hoping to develop not just reading skills, but thinking skills. 
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Influences on My Class  

I am always sure to cover Sunshine State standards. Instructional goals grow out of the 

Sunshine State standards. I think it is pretty clear that we are expected to cover those. We have to 

code our unit-plans with the numbers now. But there are things that I have been teaching way 

before the sunshine state standards existed and that I am going to teach them: how to organize, I 

am going to do vocabulary.  

We‟re imposing standards that are going to be pretty rigid that may hurt some of the kids 

with disabilities, like I said with the end of the course requirements. And the state and 

government are kind of, not dictating, but setting us up with structures that don‟t give us as much 

flexibility if we wanted to make an assignment different for one kid, or someone had to do just 5 

out of the 10, or something like that. Because when they come to the end of the course exam, I‟m 

afraid they‟re not going to have, the requirements aren‟t going to be waived the way they are 

now, like with FCAT. But we still have the state standards and are still supposed to do the 

reading, the speaking, the writing, the comprehension skills. 

This year with all the mythology going on outside, like the Percy Jackson series and the 

Clash of the Titans, I could see that the kids have more background knowledge and were wanting 

more. So, instead of just doing a week of mythology, I did three weeks. So I‟ll adjust and 

probably do a little bit less non-fiction with them. So it is just playing around and seeing what 

they‟re interested in. 

There are some times like with one class I may not even do an activity if I don‟t think the 

kids are ready for it even though I do it with the other 3 or 4 classes, just those kind of day to day 

judgments.  It‟s not just based on the kids with disabilities, it‟s based on the behavior issues or 

just the time of day sometimes is a factor, lots of things to take into consideration. 
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Students with Disabilities and My Class 

I would certainly like to think that I provide [students with disabilities] more support than 

the other kids, and I do try to make sure to check in with them. In general, I don‟t have them do 

things that are really lengthy. I would say just do 2 of the 3 pages, but Fatima doesn‟t have 

problems completing the work, so no I don‟t really modify too much. I know I‟m supposed to, 

but I don‟t really, just more attention and direction, redirection.  

Her planner is always in great shape, that‟s a skill she has, she can come in and copy it 

down, and in fact I wrote in her planner today, “Great planner, Fatima.” She knows she‟s got to 

study, she knows what she‟s doing, or supposed to be doing, but then sometimes it doesn‟t work. 

She just doesn‟t get the scores, sometimes she has excuses for why she didn‟t study, but I think a 

lot of it is just lack of skills. [She has trouble with] reading and finding the meaning out of 

reading, interacting with the text, and then remembering vocabulary words, even though we use 

them over and over before their quiz.  

And her grades are not really bad. She had Bs and Cs, but she does struggle. You can see it 

takes her longer to get things. There were a couple of times where she had excuses, but usually 

she wants to do well. And she‟s not distracted in class - distracted between classes, yes. She 

maybe could spend more time studying.  

We always do prior knowledge before they get started, try to make sure she‟s tuned in and 

can relate to something, making the connections, you know all that stuff. Previewing the text, 

just those kinds of things, to always give them a lot of motivation, I hope, to read, especially 

when it‟s independent reading. So far, about half the reading we have done, has been doing the 

readings to them while they're following along. Then of course, they have their own reading 

time, too. She chose to report on “Walter Dean Meyers” and really enjoyed his books, and is now 

on his 3
rd

 book. She did an adequate job on her report, she missed some of the stuff that I 
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would‟ve probably shared, but the fact that she knows that she likes this author and is now 

reading a second or third book by the author is good. That‟s part of the strategies too, helping her 

find an author that she‟s comfortable with, and the content that she likes.  

I think that when I plan for the kids with the exceptionalities [I don‟t] just give them the 

list, but give them the flashcards or give them a computer program where they can go and play 

the games with it. When I introduce a unit or give them specific information that they would 

have to take notes, instead of having them take the notes, I give them the notes, and then we go 

through and highlight it together and I originally started doing that because of the kids that had, 

back in the day they were called LD, but all the kids benefit from that because then they can 

listen to what I'm saying, and highlight instead of worrying about copying it down. So that‟s 

improved my instruction I think, being aware that it helps to give them the notes. Now, maybe 

they don‟t have the note taking skills because they're not being asked to do it in language arts, 

but to me, it was mostly copying what I wrote on the board, and I‟d just as soon them listen and 

pay attention than have to worry about copying it. Some kids like Fatima and Devon would still 

be copying the first 2 concepts while I'm discussing the 4
th

 or 5
th

 concept, so that‟s why I find 

that has been advantageous. 

When you tell a kid to study, and they don‟t know which 10 or 12 terms to study, then 

they‟re just staring into space, and the time‟s not well spent for anybody. One of the frustrations 

is that I always give the kids 4 or 5 day‟s practice with the terminology; we did poetry, they had 

15 terms. They had to find the similes in a poem, they had to look for the personification, they 

had to look for the rhyme scheme, and then they were given a quiz on those terms. And that‟s the 

frustration, where kids don‟t make the connection, between, that‟s what we‟ve been doing -  

we‟ve been talking about symbols, themes. Here‟s the definition, here‟s an example, you should 
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be able to make that connection. That‟s where those kids struggle the most; in making the 

connection. Then there are even some kids that are like, I'm going to learn those words, but then 

don‟t apply them. You know they're learning the words for the quiz, but then it doesn‟t make 

sense. When I say to them, you just told me yesterday on a quiz that you knew what point of 

view meant, so when I'm asking you point of view right now, shouldn‟t you be able to tell me. 

So I think they have difficulty recognizing that what they‟re studying is also what they're 

supposed to be applying in class. They think, I'm studying for a test, not I'm studying it to learn 

about all the poems we‟re doing, or all the short stories or whatever. 

Organization, that‟s one of the main things they need to figure out: how to stay organized 

and which folders to bring which days. I actually did a couple of backpack checks in homeroom, 

and I said, never again! I don‟t want to know what‟s in your backpack. 

I Believe 

I believe in doing a wide variety of literature to try and appeal to all different interests. I 

believe in classics, I think they‟ve stood the test of time. So I do think it is important to read 

things that they will refer to or be happy that they have had that background knowledge. I believe 

it‟s very important in writing, speaking, and reading so they have different ways they can express 

themselves. It is the most fun, exciting thing to teach but also the most challenging because there 

is so much involved in the grading and responsibility for the basic skills. 

I believe that there are so many skills in language arts that students with disabilities have to 

actively remember to do their best, like to make the application.  

I believe students with disabilities, especially if they're reading, if they're not efficient in 

reading or decoding, will sometimes not get the bigger picture. So they're still stuck on trying to 

figure out what something says, and not making the next step, where we‟re applying it to what‟s 

going on today. Silly example: when it was the NCAA basketball tournament, we talked about 
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making allusions, and Cinderella teams, and I talked about what an allusion was. Then I did this 

whole thing with Cinderella, and the glass slipper, and clock striking 12, which I probably heard 

20 times during the course of the tournament, because they had a team that was in it that was a 

Cinderella team. And those kids are still going, Cinderella? They don‟t ever make the 

connections.  

I believe [students with disabilities] struggle because they don‟t have the skills that allow 

them to take the next step. I believe they can still pass a class, but not always get the deeper 

meanings or the higher order thinking that we‟d like them to.  

Analysis of Nora’s Beliefs and Practices to Support Students with Disabilities  

Procedural supports 

 Nora provided several procedural supports to ensure students knew how to navigate the 

tasks she set them. During class, Nora would consistently monitor the completion of tasks by 

perambulating the room while students were working. She looked at what students were doing 

and explained if a student was confused. For instance, during a lesson on Martin Luther King, 

Jr.‟s “I Have a Dream” speech, students were given a list of metaphors and instructed to pick out 

the contrasting metaphors in the speech. Fatima busily wrote answers and flipped through the 

pages of her book. Nora looked closely at her work and saw she was writing phrases from the 

speech, but she did not understand the task. Fatima knew what the word contrast meant, but had 

difficulty applying that concept to the task. Nora explained again, completed a couple of 

examples with her and watched her do a couple on her own before moving to the next student.   

 During another observation, students were assigned to review their individual parts in the 

play “The Miracle Worker” to read aloud later. Devon was studying his book, just like the other 

students, and looked as though he was making great progress through the task. But Nora knew to 
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check closely on what he was doing. She helped him to mark his parts off in the book so that he 

could more easily find them and thus focus his energy entirely on reading them. 

Nora habitually monitored her students with disabilities to make sure they understood 

tasks:  

Like today, they did a class worksheet and I made sure that I spent 45 seconds 

asking her, do you know what you‟re supposed to, do you have any questions. And 

then I came back while she was working to see that she was understanding and 

pointed things out to her. 

Nora also made a habit of ensuring her students with disabilities knew what to focus on for 

homework or study time. She said, “Sometimes that 20 seconds checking in, can help them 

achieve more. And that doesn‟t take long, and that way I know that they're focused instead of 

just distracted by stuff.” Nora would quickly ask students to identify the important things to 

study and tell them what they could skip. 

 Nora believed that it was her responsibility not only to provide tasks and directions to 

students, but also to ensure that students were proceeding in the correct manner. She 

accomplished that by checking in with students frequently as they were working and making sure 

they were able to discriminate important concepts to study. She believed that students with 

disabilities needed extra attention and often needed more specific, repeated instructions for tasks. 

She believed that students with disabilities could be successful if she provided extra support to 

ensure they understood the steps in a task and that they often struggled to organize materials 

necessary for a task, so she took a proactive approach to support. Nora‟s assignments were 

carefully structured to provide students with exposure to important concepts and she believed it 

was important that students with disabilities be supported in completing them successfully.  
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Behavioral supports 

Nora complied with the school‟s RTI initiative and spoke of the actions associated with the 

initiative as part of the support she provided for students with disabilities. She met with other 

grade level content teachers once a week to discuss the progress of specific needy students and 

kept notes on her interactions with those students. Nora paid close attention to student attendance 

and notified parents if there were any behavioral or attendance problems. She checked students‟ 

planners to make sure they wrote down their assignments and important due dates and test dates. 

She made a point of having informal conversations with students about keeping up with their 

assignments and praised them for actions such as turning in work on time and beginning tasks 

promptly in class. All of these supports were intended to ensure students were behaving well: 

attending class, completing assignments, and staying out of disciplinary trouble.  

The provision of these behavioral supports was mostly related to Nora‟s belief that it was 

her responsibility to comply with school procedures, but in doing so, she came to believe that 

students with disabilities especially were benefitting from the extra attention she and their other 

teachers were giving students. She believed that students with disabilities often needed help 

organizing tasks and materials, and that reminding them to keep their planners updated helped 

the students stay current on assignments and remember to bring home materials to study. She 

believed that practice in language arts was essential for making progress, and that making sure 

students kept track of and completed assignments was the first step in providing adequate 

exposure to the material: 

Repetition, repetition, repetition. You know just making sure that she knows, that 

she knows exactly, don‟t worry about this part and that part, this is the part to 

study, so that she‟s able to use the time more wisely: don‟t feel like you‟ve got to 

work through all this again, this is what‟s going to be on the quiz, organization and 

selecting the important parts. 
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Affective and psychological supports 

Supports in the affective and psychological supports category are related to students‟ 

relationships with teachers, student emotional well being, and student motivation. By helping 

students make personal connections to texts, incorporating peer collaboration into tasks, and 

paying “deliberate attention” to individual students‟ progress, Nora increased students‟ 

motivation to learn. Nora built opportunities for motivating students into every class and 

constantly encouraged students to make connections between the content and their own lives. 

She also created opportunities for students to build relationships with the other students in the 

class. For example, Nora often provided students with opportunities to work collaboratively in 

class. Students were placed in mixed ability groups and worked together to complete 

assignments. For example, before reading The Miracle Worker, students brainstormed a list of 5 

things they would miss seeing if they were blind and then formed groups of 4 to share their lists. 

This allowed students to work together to generate 5 ideas if they were not able to do so on their 

own and also met the affective needs of young adolescents to socialize with one another. In 

addition, the activity increased their motivation for reading about Helen Keller by helping them 

to make connections with the character. Nora said that in an honors class, she might have just 

had students call out things they would miss seeing if they were blind. 

Providing opportunities for collaborative work was related to Nora‟s beliefs about the 

needs of students with disabilities. Nora believed that students with disabilities benefitted from 

working with peers because they need positive reinforcement and support: 

They need support from anybody that can give it to them. They just need 

encouragement and the positive feedback if they can get it, and in general, kids are 

really good about that. I think they try to help them along. Fatima is very social, 

and she appreciates the attention, and her friends, they definitely try to get her back 

on track: let‟s look for this, what do you think Fatima. 
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 Nora believed that it was important to increase the amount of individual attention given 

to students with disabilities in every way possible, and that they needed to know teachers cared 

about them and their progress. “One of the kids the other day did real well on a science test and 

[the science teacher] told me, so I said something to him, and he was so proud. That‟s such a 

good moment, when you can be positive and reward them so that they see that it‟s worth it.” She 

paid close attention to the pace and progress of individual students by watching them in class, 

communicating with parents and other teachers, and tracking student data that she generated or 

standardized testing data she could access. For Nora, these information gathering activities were 

part of her close noticing of students with disabilities. “So, deliberate attention, that‟s key I 

think,” Nora said.  

 Nora believed motivation was critical for students with disabilities to be successful in 

language arts and that it was an essential part of her role to motivate students to read and write. 

“I‟ll ask a question to get their attention, or pose a challenge to them, or ask, how do you feel 

about this.” Nora did a lot of on-the-spot intervention with students to motivate them and often 

seemed able to anticipate student confusion by drawing on her years of experience. Nora also 

believed that her course content should reflect student interests, and spoke of expanding a 

mythology unit when several mythology related movies for teens were popular. Her flexibility 

with regard to subject matter was related to her strong beliefs about how important motivation is 

for student learning in language arts.  

Academic supports 

Nora employed several kinds of academic supports with her students with disabilities, 

including: flexibility, scaffolding, graphic organizers, differentiation, and on-the-spot 

responsiveness. She also used external support to implement some of the supports, including the 

school support staff. Academic supports were provided mostly during instruction.  
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An important way Nora supported students with disabilities was through flexibility in 

terms of meeting students‟ individual needs with regard to academic goals. She often gave 

students extra time to complete tasks if they needed it, but still held them to a high standard of 

responsibility for their work: “especially if they come to me way ahead of time, if you say I'm 

working on it, I need more time, that‟s fine.” She was also flexible at times in terms of the mode 

of the assignment. For instance, for one assignment that originally was a written report, she 

allowed students to make presentations instead, so long as the content was covered sufficiently:  

I assumed they were all going to do their research, and do a more traditional essay, 

and then they started asking about PowerPoint. And then I realized after they did it, 

they like doing bullets instead of paragraphs. They knew they had to do an oral 

piece to it, they had to present it, and so the PowerPoint gives them something very 

concrete to go through, when they're making their presentation. 

Nora sometimes shortened assignments for students with disabilities, allowing them to 

complete fewer examples or read fewer pages. She expressed reservations about relying on 

simple reduction as a way to meet students‟ needs, however: 

The biggest supports for me to do are adjusting the pace and/or the amount of 

work.  And that‟s unfortunately what I tend to do the most, I think that‟s just 

because it‟s easy for me to eliminate a couple of sections or give them more time 

than to actually change the material.  And I think that works well for most of the 

situations, but then I‟m sure there are much better ways to do it too. 

For example, during an observation students were matching words with definitions. Nora 

told Fatima not to worry if she didn‟t finish. Nora said that she would be going over them with 

the class, and that Fatima should just focus on doing the first 5 correctly. Another example of 

adjusting the amount of work was how Nora modified vocabulary quizzes: 

One of the things that I do, one of the kids was really struggling on 10 word vocab 

quizzes, and I said, ok, pick the 5 words you like. So sometimes I‟ll reduce the 

number, and the ESE person actually worked with her and tested her, and that 

worked out better, because she felt like she could handle it. And the last couple of 

tests, she did all 10. She gained confidence only having 5.  
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This was also an example of collaborating with other school personnel to provide support 

for learning for a student with disabilities. In this instance, Nora concluded not only that doing 

fewer questions suited the student‟s needs, but also that the confidence the student built by being 

successful on the shorter quizzes supported her in completing the longer quiz. Thus, this support 

had both academic and affective outcomes for the student. Another way Nora supported students 

with disabilities during assessment was that she allowed students to retake tests and quizzes if 

they wanted to: “She often needs to retake a test to bring her grade up, and I always provide that 

opportunity for her, if she has the initiative to come do it.” Nora said, however, that often 

students would not bother to retake a test or would retake the test without doing any further 

preparation for it.  

Nora provided several supports to help students with disabilities organize information, 

especially information she wanted them to study. She often provided graphic organizers, such as 

a Venn diagram. A Venn diagram consists of 2 overlapping circles and assists students with 

organizing comparison and contrast ideas. The overlapping portion of the 2 circles represents the 

comparison, or shared ideas or characteristics. The non-overlapping portions of the diagram 

represent non-shared ideas or characteristics. Another organizer Nora provided was 3-column 

notes. The first column contained main ideas or topics from the text. The second contained 

examples and details. The third was for comments, opinions or questions. Nora also provided 

flashcards, both on paper and through a computer program, to help students with disabilities 

focus on important concepts to study. She provided study guides and worked with students to 

highlight the most important information in them. All of these supports were focused on 

discriminating among ideas and helping students pick out the most important concepts. 
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 Nora paid close attention to what students with disabilities were doing in class. In the 

example based on the contrasting metaphor assignment described above, Nora provided 

academic support as well as procedural support. Fatima had had difficulty not only with 

understanding the task itself, but also with concepts such as contrast and metaphor that were 

necessary for completing the task. Even though Fatima could tell Nora that contrast meant 

differences and a metaphor was a comparison between 2 unlike things, she was having great 

difficulty using all of that knowledge in conjunction with interpreting and selecting examples 

from the text. Fatima picked a couple of statements that were not contrasting metaphors, but did 

contain imagery of light and dark. Nora, through dialog and questioning, helped her to navigate 

the task and guided her while she completed a couple of examples. This was an example of 

scaffolding during on-the-spot responsiveness. 

Nora believed “repetition, repetition, repetition” was key to learning for students in 

language arts, and her course was structured so that key concepts in literature and writing were 

repeated throughout the year. This is a practice called spiraling (Bruner, 1960), that is, coming 

back to concepts again and again to reinforce and further develop students‟ understanding of 

them. Nora had high expectations for students in terms of the amount of content she expected 

them to master: vocabulary, literary analysis, poetry analysis, reading skills, writing skills, 

speaking, and test taking skills. She believed it was her role and responsibility to help students 

organize concepts and information so that they could study and remember them. She believed 

that students with disabilities often struggled to organize information and several of the supports 

she provided were targeted at organization. She also believed that students with disabilities 

sometimes needed more time to process information, and her provision of extra time, shortened 

tasks, and retake opportunities for tests were related to that belief. Nora‟s beliefs about the 
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content area of language arts were also related to the kinds of supports she provided. She 

believed that students needed to master a great amount of terminology and that the best way to 

do that was to keep exposing them to it in different works of literature. This was related to her 

supporting students with disabilities by allowing them to deal with fewer terms or concepts 

during assignments because Nora knew they would have the opportunity to learn those concepts 

in relation to another text later in the course. 

Dan 

Dan’s Classroom 

 Dan‟s classroom is at the end of the same exterior corridor as Nora‟s. Bulletin boards 

filled with brightly colored student work line the wall on the one side. Pink, green, purple and 

orange hand cutouts proclaim ways to be a good citizen: “Respect!” “Honest,” “Vote” and 

“Actively Involved.” Jellyfish, crab, starfish and other marine life cutouts swim below the hands, 

with writing on them exhorting viewers to “Lose the attitude” and “Play – Make it educational.” 

Directly across from Dan‟s classroom door, there is a giant live oak tree with an octagonal bench 

built around its trunk.  

The classroom door opens at the front of room. Upon entering, there is a whiteboard on the 

left wall and three overstuffed bookshelves beside and under the whiteboard. Past the whiteboard 

is a bulletin board with student work displayed on it and beyond the bulletin boards, there is a 

door to a shared office space. On the left side of the far wall, a bank of windows overlooks green 

space and student vegetable gardens. More bookshelves overflowing with books for students to 

read are built-in under the window. On the right hand side of the far wall, there is a chest high 

putty-colored filing cabinet, more bookshelves, and a small rectangular teacher‟s desk facing the 

window with a laptop on it. A kidney shaped table opposite the teacher‟s desk demarcates the 

rear right hand corner. Shelves display books, stacked files, and a boom box. The right hand wall 
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is completely devoted to storage: cabinets at head height run the entire length of the wall. 

Beneath the cabinets is a counter atop a double row of cubbies. Books and assorted items are 

stored on top of the cabinets. The cabinet faces are decorated with student work, including more 

fish cutouts, but these ones are vocabulary fish containing words from students‟ reading with 

definitions and sentences. The counter contains stacks of materials and milk crates full of papers 

and files. The wall to the right of the door has a whiteboard with bulletin boards on either side. 

There are short windows above the whiteboard that meet the ceiling and let in light. Chains made 

from colored paper cascade down the whiteboard and bulletin boards. Students create links for 

their chains when they finish a book and write information about the book on a link. Some chains 

are long enough to loop around twice. Six sets of headphones hang above the bulletin board. 

More books stand on either end of a shelf above the whiteboard. Beside the door, the American 

flag is displayed.  

There is a long rectangular table immediately to the right of the entrance, placed 

perpendicular to the wall and extending several feet into the room. Each student desk has an 

open storage space facing the user and a separate chair. Twenty desks are arranged in five islands 

of four desks each, two facing two, spread throughout the room and oriented so that most 

students can see the whiteboard at the front of the room. A sixth island is formed by a second 

rectangular table with four chairs. At one end of each island, there is a numbered crate that 

contains materials for use when the class is rotating through work in centers. In front of the 

whiteboard, there often is a projector on a rolling cart. Dan stands in the doorway as classes 

change, joking with students and asking them about their day or their assignments, and exhorting 

them to get to class on time. Dan and the students are obviously on friendly terms and he uses 

humor to get their cooperation.  
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Dan has been teaching for 12 years. His B. A. is in English. He said he spends about an 

hour a week consulting with special education support staff. Dan teaches Intensive Reading as 

well as Language Arts.  

My Class 

You need big picture questions. That is the whole point - to get them to play with the ideas. 

Then, you have to have stuff to do that also helps with FCAT, so you‟ll have tasks. The tasks 

have to keep moving you forward, but then they still have to keep bringing you back around to 

these big questions. The stuff that they do has to help them with their reading, and their writing, 

and their FCAT skills. But at the same time, it has to be feeding them back into these questions 

and making them think more and creating a need to move onto something bigger. 

Then, there is literature study that I don‟t do.  To me, literature study is more like an art 

elective. But my class is all about process and I try to come up with a big theme, something that 

makes the work that we do real, some big purpose to it. Like right now, we are talking about 

water and Florida‟s water issues. You can teach reading and writing through any kind of content. 

We sort of come up with some big wonderings that will carry us through. Then, we sort of plug 

in the need to do the stuff that I teach. We are going to email authors or we are going to email the 

experts, so you have to be able to write well.  

It‟s a combination of instruction and practice, and motivation - that‟s a big one in 

secondary school. So that means there has to be a fair amount of choice, so we do a lot of book 

clubs and student selected reading. We do basically a couple of novels together in the first part of 

the year and with those, we practice a lot of reciprocal teaching and work so they can practice 

consciously using reading strategies with the hope that they internalize them and use them when 

they are alone. That is what it is all about - giving them tools to handle challenging text when we 

are not around. It is easy to help them when we are here, and then of course the motivation plays 
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into that, because if they are not hungry to find out what is in that text, then there is no point in 

working at it. Well you know, it‟s sort of a double prong. You practice it so much that it becomes 

automatic and you realize that you‟re doing it without thinking about it.  

Consciously using the strategies will help them stay focused with the boring passages. It 

makes them tougher readers. Whenever you want to advance, you‟re going have to do a text that 

you didn‟t choose. That is just how the world is. And if you want to be the next level of firemen 

or whatever, you‟re going to have to do texts that are boring. The tougher you are, the better 

you‟ll do. So if you‟re thinking about forcing yourself to write a little 2 word summary for every 

paragraph, then you‟ll toughen up your ability to stay focused. 

They all of sudden go “Ohhhh, FCAT is next week. We haven‟t done anything.” You 

know, they haven‟t done a single practice test and so I run them through all the stuff we‟ve 

talked about. The SSR and learning summary frame and linear reciprocal teaching, and all these 

things that are proven score raisers. So then they feel better about it. And we talk about the test 

itself, and what the standards are and stuff, but we don‟t practice. We practice the test a little, just 

to get used to the kinds of questions, but not very much. Kids who read well, do well on the 

FCAT, as long as they have a little bit of understanding of what the questions are like. We don‟t 

practice for it a lot. 

Well, with writing it is so differentiated. The writing in class is run as a writing workshop. 

Everybody is at a different spot, so until you can conference individually with the kids about 

their writing, you aren‟t doing anything except testing them. So it is really about individual 

conferencing and kind of breaking the room into centers and having them work their way 

through the process. 
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The centers thing, it is basically a small group in a large group setting, and to me that‟s the 

only thing that will work. There will always be 25 of them. That is never going away, so how do 

you work individually with 25 kids? That is the only way I have figured it out. It works great for 

worksheets. It isn‟t necessarily teaching them how to do those things. I‟m not modeling; they are 

doing it. The tradeoff is the instruction going on over here is really intense, especially in terms of 

writing, and working with kids on their individual writing is very powerful. It is sort of an 

individual trade off. Is this being so positive that the other stuff can be a bit busier work to make 

sure this happens? 

Influences on My Class 

[The state test] is tough. But I think that [students] try pretty hard. I don‟t think they realize 

that we have a lot more at stake with their FCAT score than they do. Kids do more at school than 

just take a reading test. There‟re A & B students all through the school that are failing the FCAT 

year after year, and of course that makes the administration mad because how can a kid be 

successful if they can‟t pass the FCAT? Well, they‟re really organized and really good verbal 

learners and good teachers teach to students‟ strengths. We are supposed to be personalizing our 

instruction. Good teachers should be making sure that kids who don‟t read as well are successful. 

It‟s a paradox. 

The ESE people are with us all the time. We didn‟t make AYP for 2 years in a row. 

There‟s a lot of things that we have to do and so they are more present in terms of working with 

the kids who are on the list of at risk. The ESE coordinator co-teaches in the math class next 

door, but she‟s in here a lot. There is a school psych, I don‟t even know what her official title is. 

We have a lot of support people. I don‟t even know where they all come from. There are 3 

different support teachers involved with instruction going on in here. They‟ll come in and talk 
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about stuff. They‟ll work with kids in the room. They‟ll work with me in terms of instructional 

practices, but basically the centers and the group work.  

The whole school is on this big Kagan push. That‟s a little schizophrenic right now at the 

school. We are saying to have these targeted small groups. At the same time, we are all about 

Kagan, so we have to be diverse and mixed for the group work to function. The work that we do 

in here pretty much is a result of what the professional development we‟ve received. That right 

there is probably the main thing, that we‟ve had an opportunity to get the professional 

development that is going to improve our craft. 

I'm not against instructional technology and it‟s what we all have to do, but technology 

does not equal motivation.  It has to be very carefully monitored. Just because they‟re in front of 

a computer screen doesn‟t make it better or more engaging for the kid.  They have to have their 

reasons for wanting to know this stuff just like out of a book.  So it‟s different and it‟s important 

but it‟s not, it doesn‟t fix everything.  You get a lot of the rhetoric from the instructional 

technology people, like this is it, you have to know it and they‟ll love it, and it‟s just going to 

solve everything.  And it doesn‟t. 

Students with Disabilities and My Class 

I have wonderful kids in my class, that are very talented in all their own ways and they are 

terrific kids. It is just so hard for them, because [they say], “I‟m not going to be a lawyer. Why 

do I need to be working so hard at this?”  

Kids who have paperwork are just, for whatever reason, they‟re just the ones who have 

paperwork.  There‟s nothing different about them. They‟re all disabled in some way and gifted in 

some way. 

It‟s like 90% higher level comprehension stuff; at this school, the phonics issues and 

decoding issues and stuff isn‟t really there. They're all basically no more than a couple years‟ 
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deficit, so it‟s really just the reading stamina, and the higher level comprehension. [There are] a 

lot of motivational issues in middle school, so it‟s really hard to know, where does the reading 

deficit stop and the motivational issues begin? It‟s hard to be bad at something, your whole 

academic career, and be forced to do more and more of it. I‟m always amazed at the ones that 

haven‟t quit on the process.  

I guess in my mind there‟s sort of 2 reasons [kids struggle with reading]. One is 

background deficits and that to me is the easy fix. There‟s nothing wrong with their processing, 

nothing organic, they just haven‟t had the exposure to enough, they just haven‟t had enough 

linguistically rich, or whatever. Then the other group is that there‟s something organically 

interfering with their ability to read well. Those are tough, because the background deficit, I can 

teach them strategies, they work immediately and they start to read better. The kids with the 

organic problems - I believe that everybody is capable of learning everything; it‟s a matter of 

how much time you spend working on it. So the instructional strategy is the same. It‟s just that I 

know that it‟ll take a whole lot longer and it may not ever happen while they‟re with me, but 

eventually they‟ll be able to read strategically and successfully. You‟ve got to keep hammering 

away at it; those are the tough fixes. They are just so disfluent that they read a sentence or two 

and they are sick and tired of it and they just want to do something else. It‟s like doing something 

physically difficult and so you just keep hammering away and try to get them to the point where 

they will at least have the motivation to keep pushing on this very hard thing that they are trying 

to do.  

But definitely the motivation piece, that is the critical piece. They are all different you 

know. Some of them have processing issues that I can‟t crack. I can‟t figure out how to help 

them. It‟s just like you keep hammering away and hope that at some point, they are going to 
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break through. I don‟t think they are ever going to catch back up, but if they are going to be 

functional readers, that is what we have to have. We have to function in society as a reader, so 

you just keep plugging away at what you believe are the best practices for them.  

Teaching kids where they are, it‟s like what I tell my interns when they come in: it is not a 

class. It is 23 different people and as soon as you start thinking it is a class, you are dead. 

Thinking of it as 23 different people is really intimidating, but you have to go that way. So if I 

could have 23 different centers, I would. Work with kids one at a time. But I can‟t, so it is a 

compromise, the small group. That is the only way to be able to handle this many kids in one 

room and instruct them individually. That is the only way I can figure out how to do it. It is about 

carving out time to work with them individually to help them, or building in mechanisms like in 

cooperative learning they are required to have a part in the whole process. They can‟t kick back 

and have somebody else interpret the text for them. But, they are masters at that - the kids who 

don‟t read well are not dumb and they know exactly what they need to do to be successful and 

one of those ways is to let the good readers handle the interpretation of the text and they work 

from there. They take some other role. 

How you‟re going to make the differentiated instruction work is constantly a problem. The 

differentiating my instruction is what I‟m doing for my kids with disabilities. But it just happens 

completely with everybody else too. A big part of planning is how you‟re going to carve up that 

period and not teach a room full of kids, but teach 24 different kids who are in your room at the 

same time. That‟s the first thing I tell my interns. You‟ve got to make that change in your 

thinking. You come in and they get to work; you go around and you have your finger on the 

greatest need and that‟s what you do. 



 143 

I wish I knew more about what‟s really going on with my SLD reading issue kids because I 

really don‟t feel like I know. Because I can say processing speed disorders, but I don‟t really 

know what that means or what is really going on. And what that means in the long run. We make 

accommodations, but good teachers accommodate everyone‟s learning styles and learning 

deficits. So that‟s not that. Their accommodations don‟t really mean much unless they want to do 

well. I‟ll go back to motivation. Once you hit secondary school - that‟s it. I think that‟s 

everything - if you‟re willing to work. The ESE kids who are successful, that‟s because they 

know who they are. They know that things are going to take longer and they know they are going 

to need help with certain things, and they do great. [Other] ones want to slide or are going to put 

the responsibility on their disability rather than on themselves.  

Self advocacy, that‟s huge. That is what happens in middle school. I think that‟s the thing. 

They either develop that or they don‟t. And if they don‟t, then high school is kind of spinning 

their wheels until they can get into a vocat program, or get out, or something. 

I Believe 

I believe that everybody can be successful, but it depends on how you‟re defining success. 

And I think there needs to be some serious thought given to the way the state has decided to 

decide what success means and what that really means for the kids with disabilities at one end of 

the spectrum. They are all different, so we need to rethink how we are defining success. There is 

no reason why we can‟t all be successful, all of them.  

I believe that being a functional reader is critical in our society. You know the views of the 

future, that we don‟t know what jobs our kids will have? We can‟t get them ready for those jobs, 

but we can, the one thing we can do is make sure they can learn anything on their own, and so 

that means reading. So, if you don‟t know what is coming, being able to read well seems pretty 

important. Written communication is huge if you want to get somewhere within your chosen 
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field, if you want to be the boss of the people in your chosen field whatever it is, engineering, 

firemen, or whatever. If you want to advance in that field, you have to communicate well with 

the written word. So reading and writing are huge, bigger than they have probably ever needed to 

be in terms of where society is going.  

It‟s the teacher creating this need to learn or it is just a big old book full of worksheets. The 

teacher gives meaning to the work the kids are doing.  

I have two quotes, one is from Jeff Wilhelm who was an English teacher who died, book 

writer, and he has a terrific quote about what kids need to read well and it‟s basically, it‟s really 

good.  “No one was ever motivated more by having their weaknesses and errors identified. 

People are motivated to learn and they do so with a kind of joy when there is a social component 

to their purpose, assurance of assistance, visible signs of success, and the resulting capacity to do 

more independent and meaningful work in the world.”  When my intern comes in, that‟s where 

we start. It‟s like, here‟s your checklist and everything that you do: does it have a clear purpose, 

is there assurance of assistance, is there visible signs of success. We just work through those 

things over and over again.  Them feeling like it has meaning in their future is huge.  The other 

quote is something from Plato and how knowledge gained by force has no compulsion on the 

mind or something like that. You can‟t force someone to learn something. You can only provide 

them the opportunity to learn it and help them with some good reason why they ought to learn it.  

That‟s it. You‟ve got nothing if they‟re not in it with you. 

[Teachers] are truly, everybody is interested in kids being successful at the content that 

teacher loves; everybody wants that. 

I believe that everybody is capable of learning everything, it‟s a matter of how much time 

you spend working on it. 
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Analysis of Dan’s Beliefs and Practices to Support Students with Disabilities  

Procedural supports 

 Procedural supports are supports that help students understand the steps in completing a 

task or help students maintain focus to complete a task. Procedural supports Dan used included: 

clarifying directions, ensuring students were focused on the task, minimizing distractions and 

pairing with a student that could help students understand the task. During one observation, the 

task was to “write an essay explaining how you would get kids to read over the summer.” Dan 

clarified the directions for the whole class by explicitly telling the students that the task was not a 

persuasive essay arguing for or against summer reading, but an expository essay in which they 

were to “explain how.” He also said that the audience is “your teacher.” One student with 

disabilities immediately raised her hand and asked, “But, how do I start off? What words?” Dan 

said he would help her in a minute, then he explained the scoring criteria briefly to the class and 

summarized the task again. He also emphasized the importance of providing support for ideas. 

Then, Dan moved to the student‟s table and told her to start with rewording the prompt and then 

explain her ways. “Jenna, kids have to read over the summer. If you were in charge, how would 

you get kids to read over the summer? If I was in charge of the seventh grade, I would . . .” Dan 

modeled a possible beginning for Jenna. Dan kept answering students‟ questions, about how long 

it had to be and how long they had to complete it. Then, he checked back with Jenna. Dan said 

that students with disabilities often will have trouble getting going on a task. “‟Cause I have a lot 

of LD kids who will do OK if they start, but they‟re just going to lay low and do nothing for as 

long as you let them.” Throughout the writing time, Dan walked around and checked on 

students‟ progress, another support he identified for students with disabilities to help them stay 

on task.  



 146 

Dan also checked often to make sure students with disabilities were focused on the task 

during group work. Dan paid more attention, more often, to groups that included students with 

disabilities: 

In small group work, I float a lot. I try to work with one group at a time, but in 

reality what I wind up doing is working with them a little, getting them going on 

something and then checking in with everybody. That level of check-in with his (a 

student with disabilities) group is much higher. I spend more time with his group, 

regardless of which center they‟re in, just because of that and because the other 

kids in the group, they‟ll get frustrated and need me to get him back on task and 

stuff. 

Dan said he also paired students with disabilities with partners that were able to help the 

student understand the task during group work. Another procedural support Dan said was helpful 

was the use of headphones to help minimize distractions. “Headphones, if it is independent work 

that requires them to focus like writing, then they probably need to shut everyone else out.” 

While working on individual tasks, students were allowed to use their own headphones or 

borrow the classroom headphones to listen to music. Finally, Dan said he provided study guides 

to help students navigate tasks at home.  

 Dan‟s procedural supports were related to his belief that as the teacher, it was his 

responsibility to be aware of individual students‟ progress and to keep checking on them to keep 

them on task. He believed many students with disabilities had to work so hard to read and write 

and that it was essential that he do whatever he could to help them persevere. “You know, 

because it‟s hard to be bad at something, your whole academic career, and be forced to do more 

and more of it.” Perseverance at the tasks he employed was important to Dan because he 

believed that students needed to build up the ability to stay focused on reading and writing tasks: 

It‟s like you are sick of doing drills in basketball, but you know why you‟re doing 

them. You are doing them to build up your stamina and that is kind of what we do, 

the strategies and stuff. And then there is just endurance training, working through 

the text. 
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Dan believed that staying focused on a task was exceedingly difficult for students with 

disabilities; this belief was related to the several supports he provided to help them persevere. 

Dan also believed that practice, especially correct practice of reading strategies, was essential for 

all students to make progress in the subject area, and that students sometimes needed support in 

becoming and remaining cognitively engaged. He believed it was his job to “toughen them up,” 

that is, provide not only opportunities for practice, but also supports for staying fully engaged in 

the tasks. 

Behavioral supports 

The behavioral supports category included teacher behaviors related to ensuring or 

checking on student behaviors such as attending class, completing assignments, and conducting 

themselves appropriately. Dan performed the check-ins with students on the RTI list and 

discussed those students during grade level meetings, similarly to the other teachers in the study. 

Dan said he also communicated with parents by telephone and email if students were habitually 

tardy or missing assignments. But Dan said the most important way to ensure students did what 

they were supposed to do in terms of showing up on time and behaving appropriately was to 

make sure students knew you were keeping an eye out for them: 

It‟s the little conversations that you have sitting on the wall between classes, and 

making it clear to them all the time that you know what‟s going on with their other 

classes, and just little comments and advice and stuff. 

Just like the other teachers, Dan performed the RTI check-ins and participated in the grade 

level meetings because he believed it was part of his job to do so. But his checking in on students 

was related to his belief that teachers were important in students‟ lives and students responded 

well to teachers checking in on them. Finally, Dan strongly believed that students needed to be 

supported in making choices that were in their best interest – to show up for class, to show up on 
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time, to bring the work they were responsible for, and to behave appropriately – because many 

students were not receiving support in those areas at home: 

Some of them know who they are and when they start to get antsy, they deal with it 

and they go outside. They have things that they do. Others are just like, “Oh, that‟s 

the way I am. I can‟t help it.” I think that‟s something that comes from home. 

In this instance, Dan believed it was his responsibility to help students learn behaviors that 

would be beneficial to them as adults, especially if they did not receive support in those areas at 

home.  

Affective and psychological supports 

Supports in the affective and psychological supports category are related to students‟ 

relationships with teachers, student emotional well-being, and student motivation. Student 

motivation was at the heart of Dan‟s beliefs about supporting students with disabilities in his 

class and he spoke at length about how he worked to motivate both students with disabilities and 

students in general in his classes. Dan described building students‟ motivation to read in several 

ways: talking informally with kids about books, providing a purpose for reading specific texts, 

allowing students to choose books to read, creating book clubs, and personalizing instruction.  

So yes, so I talk a lot about books. I know a lot about books that they might like. I 

like to read books that entertain me, so I use that as a way to hook them into 

reading more than they normally would.  That‟s what it‟s all about: you need to 

read more than you do now. I don‟t care who you are or what you do, you need to 

read more.  When I run into parents, that‟s the thing that I get.  “Joe reads for 

pleasure now. When we‟re driving, he‟s got a book.”  So that‟s it, I‟ve won.  When 

someone is reading a book because they want to, then I‟ve done my job. 

Dan provided silent reading time regularly so that students could read what they wanted to 

read during school and so that he had time to talk informally with students about books. During 

one observation, Dan had a 7 minute long discussion with one student solely about which book 

he would pick to read. Dan said student choice was important both in reading and in writing. 
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“They have a lot of choice in terms of what they write, and that‟s another piece of that 

motivation.  The more choice they have, the more motivated they are and better they‟ll do.” 

Dan also stressed that providing a purpose for reading that was relevant to the real world 

was important to motivate students to read. As an example, Dan motivated students by building 

reading tasks around an upcoming field trip to a spring. 

But we want to take intellectual work out of the classroom and put it somewhere 

fun. Put it somewhere where real people do things that are real. They don‟t do them 

in class because they are told to. They are out and do them because they are 

compelled to. We try to create that need. 

During one of my observations, students were reading a dispatch from a website called 

www.FloridaSprings.org that was about where springs come from and why it is important to 

protect springheads. During another observation, students were creating presentations for 

younger students to teach them what they had learned about the springs. The connection between 

the two assignments and the upcoming field trip, as well as the authentic nature of the tasks, i.e., 

real text and real audience, provided motivation for students. “Well, it comes back to that 

hunger: are they hungry to learn something? And if they are, then your work is done.  If not, then 

you‟re not getting anywhere until they are.” Dan created this “hunger” not only by using 

authentic texts, but also by connecting the texts to a field trip and providing a real audience for 

students‟ work. 

Dan believed providing motivation for students to persevere with tasks was critical for 

student success because practice is essential to student progress in literacy. 

The one thing that [students with disabilities] need, that they all need, is practice.  

You don‟t play basketball without practicing, and it‟s so physically painful for 

them to read for long periods of time, that it‟s just a matter of getting them to stay 

with it for more than a page. And so it‟s all, that‟s all tied up with motivation.  But 

it‟s all about finding what they will stay engaged with - this constant battle with 

finding something fresh and new that they‟re excited about, and then they‟ll 

practice and then be more fluent.  It almost doesn't matter what the deficit is. 

http://www.floridasprings.org/
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Dan‟s strong beliefs about the essential role motivation plays in student perseverance and 

achievement relates to his beliefs about a teachers‟ roles and responsibilities, what he believes 

language arts is, and how students with disabilities make progress in language arts. Dan clearly 

believed it was his responsibility to motivate students. He believed it was his responsibility as a 

teacher not to give up on students. Even though it may seem like a student is making little or no 

progress, he would “keep hammering away at it,” he said. The importance of motivating students 

to persevere with reading and writing is also related to his beliefs about his class: what he 

believes language arts is and how he believes students and students with disabilities make 

progress in language arts. Dan believed the purpose of his class was to improve students‟ reading 

and writing skills. “For me, its just - my job is to teach reading, writing. [My class] is all about 

process and communication.” Dan believed the best way to improve students‟ reading and 

writing skills, for all students, was to provide plenty of practice and the best way to do that was 

by motivating them to complete tasks. “It‟s a combination of instruction and practice, and 

motivation - that‟s a big one in secondary school.”  Dan also has a great deal of empathy for how 

hard students with disabilities have to work at tasks, and this empathy is tied into his beliefs that 

it is important to respect and appreciate the effort students make: 

These are kids that have been working really hard at this since first grade. They are 

really bad at it and being asked to work on it more than anything else. So, just the 

fact that they will even show up is just impressive.  

Dan believed students with disabilities needed “endurance training,” that is, opportunities 

for him to encourage them to persevere in reading and writing even though it was difficult. Dan 

also believed that collaborative student groupings helped motivate students.  

Academic supports 

Academic supports for learning were supports designed to help students with specific 

academic tasks or goals. Dan employed several kinds of academic supports with his students 
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with disabilities, including: individualized instruction, group work, increased intensity of 

instruction, strategy instruction and on-the-spot responsiveness. He also used external support to 

implement some of the supports, including the school support staff. Academic supports were 

provided mostly before and during instruction.  

Dan structured his class to provide supports for students with disabilities in their areas of 

need based on data he collected about them. Dan spoke of investigating students‟ files and 

records, doing one-on-one testing, and performing ongoing formal and informal assessment. He 

looked for patterns that would point to areas of student weakness months before he even met his 

students: 

The day the FCAT scores come out, I‟m going over mine just to make sure they‟re 

not going to fire me, and an hour later I‟m going over the list of the kids I'm about 

to get and it‟s just that fast and I need to see who they are and it‟s just names at that 

point. I‟m already trying to process what I‟m going to do with those kids differently 

than what they got this year, just immediately. 

Dan‟s entire approach to curriculum design incorporated the needs of students with 

disabilities. He addressed student needs by structuring his class to provide opportunities for 

individualized instruction, especially in writing. He reported holding conferences with students 

about their writing and working with them individually on their writing during class.  He also 

employed group work and rotating centers to increase the amount of individual instruction he 

could provide in reading: 

You can‟t measure that level of comprehension where it‟s how hard you‟re fighting 

to understand individual words. And it‟s like a puzzle. Everyone does it differently 

and every word is in a different context. What have I got so far that will help me 

solve this riddle of what this word means? When I work one on one with kids, I‟m 

going back through what we‟ve just read, looking for clues that I can show them - 

what happened in the last sentence, what‟s here that will help you figure out what‟s 

here. 

Dan employed group structures to achieve his goal of personalizing instruction for the 

students. Mixed ability groups provided support by enlisting stronger students to assist weaker 
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students. Same ability groups allowed Dan to give more, and more appropriate support, to 

weaker students while stronger ones were able to complete tasks more independently. But, Dan 

said, group tasks had to be carefully planned and structured. Dan said the group dynamics were 

important: “The reciprocal responsibility piece, it‟s not just that they have jobs, it‟s that the 

success for everyone depends on each one.  That‟s a big piece.” The group structure supported 

students in completing the tasks and motivated them to complete the task and also, structurally, 

provided the opportunity for Dan to give more intensive and targeted support for the task. 

 Student groups often rotated through centers in Dan‟s class. In each center, there were 

prepared tasks for students. This was the main activity during two observations. One center was 

comprised of laptops set up with a reading activity program. At another, students created 

vocabulary fish by identifying words they did not know from their independent reading books, 

writing the sentence the word was in, writing the word‟s definition, and writing a sentence of 

their own using the word. They wrote the information on fish shapes cut from colored paper, 

then taped them to the cabinets. Dan himself manned one of the centers and provided intensive 

instruction in reading. On one day, a member of the school support staff did the same at another 

center. Dan said the time spent in intensive instruction was essential. He said: 

You‟ve got to get at what they‟re thinking and that‟s almost impossible with four 

kids, much less 24. [I‟m] digging at their processing, trying to get them to clarify 

their understanding. 

During one lesson in the intensive reading station, Dan was reading non-fictional text with 

the students, a passage called “The Journey of Water” that was related to the springs field trip. 

He first alerted them to textual clues such as the photo, the photo caption, the title, and the 

section headers. Then, he had students read aloud together, stopping them to correct 

pronunciation. He asked them what specific words meant, and pointed out context clues if they 

did not know. After each paragraph, he asked them to tell the main idea of the paragraph and 
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every so often, he asked a question about the overall main idea. The support staff person was 

asking similar kinds of questions of a different group of students at another center. Students 

spent about 20 minutes at each center. Dan said that during the reading instruction, student 

internalization of the vocabulary cues was his current goal: 

If I can talk kids through vocabulary that they don‟t know, and keep hammering 

them with the same questions that I would be asking myself if I didn‟t know that 

word, they figure out what the word means. But they don‟t take the time to do that.  

They just go on happily not understanding that word, and so it‟s, I won‟t be around 

to support their comprehension. I want them to be aggressively trying to figure it 

out themselves. 

 Dan also used groups to provide opportunities for students to practice using strategies he 

had taught them. These strategies were taught to all students, not just students with disabilities, 

but Dan talked about how the strategies met the needs of any student who was a struggling 

reader. Two of the most important strategies, he said, were Reciprocal Teaching (Palincsar & 

Brown, 1985) and Learning Summary Frames. In Reciprocal Teaching, as Dan explained it, each 

student in the group had a specific job related to a text: predict, clarify, summarize, or question. 

This strategy provided comprehension support, Dan said. Goals were to help students extract 

meaning and stay focused. Longer term goals, after much practice, were internalization of the 

strategy and independent use of the strategy. Dan said he invested weeks in teaching the strategy.  

The four kids working together happening all over the room is one of the only 

things that happens in a classroom where there is improvement in their skill and 

I‟m not necessarily the one doing it.  They really are, if they‟re listening to each 

other and if they have the basics of the structure down, they really do progress in 

their reading comprehension whether I‟m sitting there or not. 

Another strategy Dan said was valuable for students with disabilities was Learning 

Summary Frames. Frames were created by making sentences that summarized a text, but leaving 

blanks for students to fill in key words. Dan said the Summary Frames helped students build 

summarization skills. 
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Kids are told to summarize their whole lives, but no one actually talks to them 

about what it means to summarize. And how do you decide what is more important 

and what isn‟t, what to get rid of?  So the summary frames are a nice scaffold.  

Learning Summary Frames could also be adapted to help students figure out the main idea 

of a text. “It‟s a really complicated thing to decide what the main idea of something is, and we all 

treat it like it‟s nothing.” Dan assigned Summary Frames he had created based on texts read in 

class for homework during two observations. 

 The academic supports Dan provided were related to his beliefs in several ways. First, 

Dan believed his role as a teacher included the responsibility to provide individualized and/or 

intensive instruction. Giving more support to students that need it is a must, he said, it‟s the 

“only thing that will work. How do you work individually with 25 kids?” The groups and centers 

were Dan‟s solution to the need to have more time to spend with individual students and small 

groups of students within the traditional large group format. Dan also believed that the most 

important language arts goals are reading and writing, and he focused on skills in both areas to 

the exclusion of other language arts goals, for example, literature, speaking and listening, and 

media literacy. He believed that reading and writing were the skills that were essential for 

success in life and focused his class on them. He believed that students with disabilities made 

progress in reading and writing through targeted, intensive instruction in selected essential skills, 

extensive practice in reading and writing, and strategy mastery and use.  

Dan believed that data, both historical data and ongoing assessment data, was important for 

making decisions about instruction for students with disabilities. “So this one is a logistical 

problem, but super important, you don‟t want to assess all the time, but the more data you collect 

the better. They‟re all different, and when you‟re talking about assessing what they‟re doing or 

saying, it has to be small group or individual.” Dan‟s commitment to using data to drive 
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instruction is related to his beliefs about the need for individualized or intensive instruction for 

students with disabilities to make progress in reading and writing.   

 Dan believed that strategies such as Reciprocal Teaching were valuable resources for 

students with disabilities and that strategies helped students become cognitively engaged: “You 

should be questioning every single sentence you read. It‟s a whole dialogue going on in your 

head while you read.  That‟s the piece that a lot of them skip over.” He believed that strategies 

could be internalized through repetition and then, he hoped, students would use their strategies in 

other settings:  

The internalization of the strategies and the fluency of their use of the strategy, 

that‟s why we do these things over and over again, is eventually they‟ll start doing 

it when they take the FCAT. 

Dan‟s beliefs are clearly and explicitly linked to his practice and it seemed evident in the 

interviews that he had thought a great deal about what the purpose of his class was and what the 

needs of students with disabilities were relative to making progress in the class.  

Monica 

Monica’s  Classroom 

Monica said, to get to her classroom, go over the creek to the end of the path and past the 

garden. Her classroom was a portable at the rear of the campus, set with two others in a row 

behind the gymnasium. In the area outside the classroom, she and her students had created a 

literary garden over the years. Tom Sawyer‟s fence stood, half painted, behind Janie‟s pear tree. 

Gary Soto‟s Oranges were ripening; some had fallen to the ground. Frost‟s birch tree and 

mending wall kept company with Walden Pond.  

Monica‟s classroom door opens into the rear left of the room. A riot of words, quotes, 

books, student work and everything literary fills every nook and cranny and every available 

surface. The walls are lined with an assortment of bookshelves bursting with books and knick 
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knacks. Quotes are mounted on colored paper and hung around the perimeter of the room near 

the ceiling. Posters hang everywhere. Immediately to the right, there is the Fame and Glory 

bulletin board with student work on it and a television on a stand tucked into the near corner. In 

the right far corner, a storage closet is filled with books and supplies. Outside the closet, there is 

a brown rectangular table and a blue easy chair. The far wall is filled with bookcases. The next 

wall to the left is the front of the room. There is another bookcase, a table with files, a 

whiteboard with the day‟s agenda for 6
th

, 7
th

, and 8
th

 grade written on it, and a projector screen at 

the front of the room. The teacher‟s desk is in the front left corner, a large desk heaped with 

papers and files facing the back wall. There are 3 file cabinets beside and behind it and 2 printers 

and a coffee maker atop the cabinets. In front of the desk there is a projector on a cart aimed at 

the screen. Between the desk and the door are more bookshelves and posters. Students sit at 6 

rectangular white tables arranged in 3 rows of two, 3 students to a table. The tables take up all 

the space in the room. All of the windows are shaded with blinds. The students enter, full of 

energy. They bounce around, getting supplies and books and talking to one another until the bell 

rings. Monica begins by going over the agenda. The students are attentive as they continue 

unpacking and getting ready.  

Monica‟s class is Language Arts, like the others, but it is unofficially a gifted/enrichment 

class. Most of the students have gifted Education Plans (EPs) and two 7
th

graders and one 8
th

 

grader also have special education Individual Education Plans (IEPs).  

The “Antholio” Monica refers to is a combination anthology and portfolio that her students 

create during 6
th

, 7
th

, and 8
th

 grades. They put writing assignments and examples of literature and 

poetry that they like in it, and in 8
th

 grade, they write reflective pieces throughout and make it 
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into a book. They design the cover, make a table of contents, number the pages, and add 

illustrations. It constitutes the major portion of the end of the year grade for the students.  

Monica also refers to the school literary magazine that she is the faculty coordinator for. It 

is published once a year and includes art, poetry and stories from the whole student body.  

Monica has a remarkable way of speaking. The phrase southern drawl somewhat captures 

her intonation, but her delivery is rapid, even urgent, within an altogether circuitous style of 

elocution.  Thoughts elbow each other, fighting to get out as her words tumble one over the 

other, straining the seams of elaborate sentence constructions. Each thought is accompanied by 

multiple supporting details strung along behind, sometimes briskly interrupted by another 

thought before it is shoved aside, only to edge it‟s way in again later. She often illustrated ideas 

by switching into her teacher talk, as though she were addressing her students instead of me, or 

switching into her own inner talk at some point in the past. She is also quite animated, 

accentuating her ideas with gestures and expressions, so that the text that follows does not quite 

capture it all. 

Monica has been an English teacher for 45 years. Her degrees are an English, B.A., and an 

Education, M.A. She also has a state gifted endorsement that required 5 graduate level courses. 

She said she consulted with the special education support staff for one or two hours per week and 

completed approximately 1-3 hours of professional development in special education yearly.  

My Class 

I want to teach them to be good people. I want them to really respect literature and poetry. 

My course goals are centered on the child and what the child is going to know how to do. My 

course goals are just what I think are the wonderful things that all human beings in the world 

need to know how to do. Every time I start [planning], it‟s for the kids. I will tend to change my 

course goals and my course materials more than I‟ll change my beliefs about the children.  
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I change my course goals in relation to my students. I decide what to teach by the literature 

that I think is really important, what they need to know: pieces of literature that are going to help 

them be better people and better stewards of the earth. Through Huckleberry Finn, it‟s not just 

the usual literature: what is this setting and this character. It‟s, what struggle is going on in 

Huck‟s heart? There‟s a part of Faulkner‟s Nobel Prize acceptance speech that the human heart 

in conflict with itself is alone, but makes good writing. How is he in conflict with himself? And 

Twain even said that‟s what Huckleberry Finn was about; it was about a deformed conscience 

and a good heart at war. And the heart won out. And I want them to see, because that‟s where 

these middle schoolers are. They're struggling. Are they going to go with the peer group, are they 

going to be good? What are they? They constantly struggle, struggle, struggle within themselves. 

And of course Mark Twain, I just absolutely love Mark Twain‟s writing and his take on 

society. I think Mark Twain is an extremely important writer, and so in 6
th

 grade, my kids read 

Tom Sawyer, and we study that. I show them the DVD of The Prince and the Pauper, and we 

look at a couple of short Mark Twain pieces. And 7
th

 grade, they study Huckleberry Finn. Eighth 

grade, they study Puddin‟ Jack Wilson and The Diary of Adam and Eve. So I can, each year, just 

give them more and more. No child of mine is ever going to just get away from me without 

studying Huckleberry Finn and they love it.  

And poetry, talking about all the things that poetry can do for humans and for language, 

teaching some of the basic language beauties. They can be taught to love it, and most kids come 

in thinking they‟re not going to like it at all. My most stubborn kids that are going to hate poetry 

- when you approach it through language, when you see what can be done with it and the prize at 

the end, the way that words are put together - they say, wow, that‟s cool.  And suddenly they‟re 

in love with poetry and they can write it.  I want them to fall in love with poetry, because I‟m in 
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love with poetry. Most of them don‟t like poetry when they come to me, and they do by the time 

they're out. Emily Dickinson is my favorite poet, so they all get a dose of Emily. She is 

wonderful because so many of her poems are little puzzles. They are short. They are enigmatic, 

many of them.  I love Robert Frost too, and the kids do. He is a storyteller poet.  

I want kids to write so much. I believe writing is such a vital part of language arts. I like to 

give them lots and lots of writing assignments that are poems: because they're shorter, because 

they have to really get just the right word, they‟re getting an image or an idea across, and I don‟t 

have to grade a bazillion essays. And then they can turn poetry intro prose and prose into poetry. 

And kids who love poetry who are not as good at prose, I can just teach them: You love poetry. 

Get your first thoughts down in poetry, get your first thoughts down in a poem. Then pull it 

apart. Then turn it into an essay.  

I tell them that I wasn‟t always a writer. I was never taught how to write when I was in 

school. I learned by myself and I had to learn how to teach it. I like to show them some of the old 

writings that I did that were just horrible. They need to see that it takes hard work. They need to 

see that the teacher has struggled through some things. I have shown them everything I have ever 

had to write or do that I have hated that I have had to do, as we all do, the red tape stuff that we 

have to write. I let them know that I‟d rather „bout have my nose pulled off than do some of that, 

but I have to do it. So I just do it. “Here it is. Here is how I feel, and I hate it. It is okay if you 

hate to do it, you just have to do it.” I just share a lot of that and it is always a process, always a 

process, always a process. It is never finished, never finished. They need to know that, that their 

writing is never finished. Like Shelly Fraser Mickle just taught them how she spent 7 years 

working on some book. I find examples that writers have said about their writing. I will share 

those with the kids, “Oh, here I found this and I just want to share it with you, here it is.”  
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I always used the anthology and the portfolio. I always had kids producing a product like 

that, rather than just me giving tests. If I was teaching a particular story, I would find several 

other poems or stories, and like “Okay, you two look at this one, you two look at this one,” and 

then bring it back to the class and share just so they would have to sort of enrich each other. I am 

a great believer in having the kids do the work; I‟m not the lecturer. I tell them what I want them 

to find and give them approaches to it, but then they do it, and they bring it back and present it to 

the class and to me, and my jaw just drops at what my kids can do. It just blows me away. My 

whole thing is it‟s better to know some of the questions than all of the answers, the Thurber 

quote. I want it to be open ended. 

It‟s almost as if I have this room full of 22 individuals, and we‟re a class, but what am I 

going to do for each of them individually, within the scope of my course goals.  Because there is 

so much option and choice within my course goals, and my course goals are pretty simple in 

nature. I want them to love words, appreciate other people, learn from the past; I want them to 

feel about writing and reading the way I do.  I guess I almost see myself as a parent more than a 

teacher: here‟s what I feel like I‟ve learned in my life and I want to impart it to you guys and be 

the model of it. I‟m going to be the model, the guide, the cheerleader, the one that leads them in 

the goals of my course.  

[Kids become good readers, writers, and consumers of literature by] practice, practice, 

practice. It is all practice, and then they need to see examples. I think teachers need to put in 

front of their kids better examples of things. They need to not get just the middle school poets. 

They need to put some of the great poets because the kids can appreciate that. I don‟t think we 

always need to be dumbing it down to where everything in middle school is just cutesy-tootsie. I 

mean you can be fun, but so many of the great pieces of literature are just awesome. You have to 
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help the kids with them. When we did Mending Wall, I broke it all up into little Kagan structures 

and whatnot. This group is going to try and make titles for these parts of the poem. This group, I 

am going to cut the poem up and “try to piece it together the way you think it was written,” just 

playing with it. Also, Mending Wall is the one that I just know when people say, “Good fences 

make good neighbors,” they think it means to put up a dadgum fence. It does not mean that! It 

means exactly the opposite. That is part of what I am trying to teach. Anyway, we all need to 

appreciate one another, love one another, learn from one another and not wall one another out. 

We need to be accepting; the point is that. Just plainly, it is a good poem.  

Practice and good models: It is really important for the teacher to model for the kids what 

the teacher is asking them to do. That is why I have an Antholio. That is why I write everything I 

ask them to write, every poem. I ask them to write - I try too.  

My students love to collaborate and work with one another. They just almost can‟t function 

- they just want to talk with each other about what they are learning. It‟s not necessarily even 

producing group projects - when they are working on individual projects. This is just really huge. 

They want to show what they‟ve done. If I did not let them do that, I don‟t think they could 

breathe.  

Influences on My Class 

I do look at Sunshine State Standards. Most of the time what I think is important to teach is 

already in there, but I don‟t just go by that. That‟s why [administrator] has been good to me. She 

said, don‟t worry about the Sunshine State standards. I pretty much decide what is - I have a hard 

time because I am a pretty avid reader. I read things and, oh, I need to share part of this with 

them. Or I find a new poet and, oh, it would just be perfect for the kids. 

The children are the children, and every year when I come in I have to start with them. 

How are they going to feed into my course goals? They already know all this, I don‟t need to do 
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all this, I need to give more emphasis to this, less emphasis to this. And I don‟t want them doing 

a month of FCAT prep when they‟re already making 5‟s on the reading. Why should I be doing 

that? 

Students with Disabilities and My Class 

Of all students, I think they have a great need to feel successful. I just think that success 

breeds success. And they also have a need to sort of bond and feel special to the teacher, that the 

teacher cares about their situation and about what they‟re doing. It‟s not just a class. The 

assignments that I give them are long-term, and they work on them, they worry about them. They 

need to hear from my mouth that they are okay, that they‟re going to do fine. And giving extra 

time, reducing the number of assignments, providing all of these things are just the things that I 

know help them do better. So when they do better, they are prouder of themselves. It also front-

loads it if they got the models to begin with, and they‟ve got the written directions to begin with. 

They‟ve got the extra time, they‟ve got the website to give them guidelines - if they‟ve got all of 

that before they start, then they are much more likely to do well.  

The organization is what usually will get them, and sometimes what I‟ll do if I know the 

child is much slower in what they do, if I‟m requiring 10 pieces from most of the kids, I‟ll 

require 6 or 5, just fewer things, particularly if they're collecting their 10 favorite poems in all the 

world, get your 5, just do it, but just fewer things.  

I guess I always think no matter what my course goals are, they‟re going to make it 

somehow, and they don‟t always and that disappoints me.  I‟ll tend to try to weave them through 

my course goals and materials and whatever they can handle and whatever they can do and 

whatever they‟re willing to do and hope that somehow through all the things I‟ve got there, 

they‟ll at least see the value of expression and writing and reading, and that makes me happy 

even if they don‟t get to it.  
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I have to follow the accommodations for the IEPs. Fortunately, so many of the IEP 

accommodations are just things that are built in; that‟s just how I want to do it anyway. We have 

the notebooks with the IEP plans and the Xerox thing, and I know this [Michaels‟ needs] and so I 

don‟t look at the book. I know what Michael‟s needs were, what the couple of other kids‟ basic 

needs were, and I just try to keep the one or two biggest ones. But the notebooks, the files, all of 

this stuff, it‟s just not useful at all. That‟s just not helpful for me. Here‟s your accommodations 

list that you can check off for each of your children. Please keep this in your room somewhere, in 

a folder. Yeah, like right. I‟m going to go whipping out that accommodations folder wherever it 

has disappeared to, in the middle of a class when the kid - it‟s just, what I‟m going to look at is 

the work my kids do: the real stuff, the learning.  The only accommodation where I have trouble 

in my class is often it says sit them right up near the front. And if I have several accommodation 

kids, I cannot sit them all up near the front because it‟s - I find it better to sit them by themselves. 

And you see, now I‟ve got another table. I even changed the room around some so that I‟ve got 

more isolation spots. That sounds mean, but. 

And I think often particularly counselors and ESE teachers are so into charts and 

documents and checklists and all that stuff, and they give it to teachers, and I think, you all have 

to do it because the state makes you do it. And it‟s just all these bureaucrats that are into this 

chart making. It‟s not how most anybody lives life, like, oh let me get my checklist out. You 

either really internalize and do it because you - or you don't. 

I know a lot of the other teachers in regular ed, they had meetings where they had to do 

stuff with the level 1 and 2 reading kids, and had to fill things out. I doubt they liked it much, I‟m 

glad I didn‟t have to. Things like that don‟t help me.  



 164 

The behavior piece is really difficult.  In talking to the teachers in general about kids with 

disabilities, that‟s so difficult for the teachers to handle because it‟s so disruptive to the classes. 

In the mainstream classes, it is much more difficult than it is in my class or than it would be in a 

class of all ESE kids. Because, well, my class is ESE, just the gifted ESE. But you know that 

you‟re going to have issues with behavior. And so, everybody in the class sort of knows it 

whether they‟re one of the behavior issues or not. And so the rest of the kids, when a couple of 

my kids are just really being terrible, the whole rest of them don‟t get totally thrown off for the 

rest of the class. They may laugh or they may act frightened or something like that. But it doesn‟t 

disrupt the class for the rest of the day like it does in classes where you‟ve got kids who are just 

looking for something to get you off track and they can nurse that along. But, I don‟t have that, 

so usually I can figure out some way to solve the problem or get somebody in who can help me 

solve the problem. That‟s the hardest, it‟s the ESE behavior. And I imagine some of the behavior 

and acting out is because they feel like they can‟t succeed.  

Right now Michael is fixated on what he wants the cover of his Antholio to look like, and 

he has nothing in it as far as I know. But he is fixated on that cover because he‟s very artistic and 

he wants to bring some technology thing into his - and it‟s just going to be the cover. I bet he 

spent 3 or 4 hours fixating on the cover and he says, “But I‟m just checking this.” “Michael, 

you‟re going to have a cover on an empty book!” And he‟ll say, “No, Miss Monica, I will have 

the whole thing done.” And I so hope that I‟m wrong and he‟s right, but there‟s just no way. 

These children just amaze me. Somehow just by thinking it‟s so, just by having an intention to 

do it, they just think that‟s the reality. And that‟s Michael: I intend to do, I‟m thinking about it, 

it‟s engaging me, I‟m interested in it, but it never-gets-done. 
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It‟s just got to be involved with the home and helping the home value education. I have 

another child who has got all kinds of learning issues and stuff and that child just does incredible. 

But I know the parents - his academics is so important to them, and they know his issues and 

know how to work around them. Interestingly enough, in my class, most of my kids who have a 

documented learning disability of some kind are doing extremely well, because they‟re sitting 

where they need to be, I‟m aware, their teachers are aware and also their parents are almost 

hovering to be sure that they make it, so they‟re doing fine. If they‟re willing to put in that extra 

time and work, they‟re going to do fine. 

With Michael basically, when we‟re one on one, we have much better communication. I 

see his cleverness, he feels comfortable with me, I think, one on one. When he‟s in a classroom, I 

think he doesn‟t feel comfortable, so his way of compensating is just to get silly or to walk 

around or just try to do anything other than his work. But he has a great deal of trouble keeping 

up with his materials. I‟ve just gotten in the habit of making a couple copies of everything extra 

because I know I need to give it to Michael. I know he‟s far more capable then he seems to be. 

He told me, “No, I‟m just not willing to work hard.” He likes being in here, but anything he does 

is so halfhearted as far as what he‟s capable of, and I know he has trouble with handwriting, but 

he doesn‟t need to hand write. I know he has trouble with sustaining his ideas together and 

putting them into some piece of work, but he‟s not even willing to try the little steps. I‟m 

terrified about what‟s going to happen to his Antholio, I‟m just terrified. They‟re having work 

days now in class. I‟ve given all the kids and the parents - I call it May Day Help is on the Way - 

and there‟s a handout check sheet that they have, and their parents have. It just has everything 

that we‟re doing for the rest of the year. I mean this is the kind of thing he needs. It‟s the kind of 

thing that‟s helpful. 
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But all in all, as bright as Michael is, his brightness is not being captured in the language 

arts area of the classroom. And I did a lot more looking and talking to his elementary school 

teachers and he seemed to do fine up until the 3
rd

 grade. And then after that, it just, he started 

being silly and not paying attention and it‟s probably where some of the problems with his 

reading and that kind of thing kicked in. And so that‟s just the road that he chose to take.  

And the other thing I was so worried about was in the 8
th

 grade is when the FCAT is so 

huge because they have to do the FCAT writing. It‟s one of those critical times, and Michael has 

done not well at all on the FCAT. He has made 2s, and I told his mom, too, that I don‟t do a lot 

of FCAT review in here. There‟s not a need here and I just don‟t do it. And if he‟s in my class in 

8
th

 grade he‟s not going to get any of that, whereas if he‟s in the regular class, he will get quite a 

lot of FCAT review.  

But I‟ve already made up in my mind, even if it looks like a D Antholio, no matter. Just 

because he has tried harder I‟m going to give him a C for a grade, I‟m just going to give it to 

him. It‟s middle school, he came into this class late, I‟m not giving him a D. I‟m just, I‟m not. 

Honestly, even though that is what it‟s worth and deserves, and even with some of his behavior. 

But some of the kids like this, these kids that have the various disabilities and all, you just wait 

until the end. I‟m sure I‟ve said that lots of times. However long it takes. And if at the end he‟s at 

the turning point, and he‟s going to be at a place next year where he can feel some success, I 

don‟t want him going in to think, “Oh, I‟m a D student.”  I mean, they are children. They have 

their little egos. That‟s part of it. And I think he learned stuff.  

For most of the day [one day], he was thinking about fiddling around with this thing, and 

he came up and asked me a question about it. It was good, but he was a little bit on the wrong 

track, so I steered him back on the right one and he understood just like that what he needs to do. 
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If he could just engage in the work and ask questions about it, just enough to get going, he 

wouldn‟t mind it as much. I think he‟s just been so reluctant to work for basically his school 

career that it‟s just sort of locked in. That‟s who he thinks it is: school is just not something that I 

do. 

He loves to respond. He loves to give his opinion about things, which he can do in this 

class and he can be listened to, but the work ethic is just not there. And I think his mom is 

interested in what he‟s doing, but I think she has no idea of the time investment that she has to 

give to him to get him on his feet. She wants him to come to school to work with me, and he can, 

but he always forgets. I mean they just somehow have got to get it together to get him here. 

He will not revise or does not. It‟s not just like he says, “I will not.” He just doesn‟t. What 

he does in school is just not in his frame. He just wants to play on the computer and I don‟t know 

what he does at home because he tells me he studies at home which is just not true.  

I don‟t think Michael is ADD or any of that kind of thing. They say it‟s whatever the 

learning disability is - his processing words and that kind of thing, and maybe that affects him 

more than I know. But I just never feel like that‟s the big hang up. I think it‟s just a history of 

habit. I think it‟s just habit, and I think he can‟t break the habit. And there are enough other boys 

like him in the class that it‟s very difficult. Were he the only one - but there is not a boy in the 7
th

 

grade class that is focused. Every boy is just about in the same boat that Michael‟s in, except the 

difference is, they‟re the ones with the parents that said, “I sat with my child until he did his 

work.” Those kids are getting C‟s primarily, and I mean the parents are so frustrated. I have help 

sessions with the parents of the other kids, but they‟re determined they‟re going to do it. And I 

just keep telling them, “You‟re going to make it. Come on, 7
th

 grade is that tough year.” A lot of 

it is just hormones. 
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[Michael‟s] parents have just now decided they‟re going to get involved but today, he 

didn‟t do his work either because he didn‟t have his folder. He left it at home. I mean I‟m just  - 

ok, you‟ve got your kids. Line them up before you get in the car: do you have your folder, let me 

see it, do you have your memory stick. And I‟m sorry, it‟s just parents need to get it together. I 

tell them because it‟s the truth. Middle school, particularly in a class where the demands are 

higher, they need help from their parents so much. And they‟re going to fuss about it, but they 

need it so much. And they don‟t need to be helicoptered over, but they need to be reminded.  

Michael is supposed to use his planner to help turn in his assignments, that‟s not working. 

He‟ll use separate folders for each class. He has a separate folder for my class. I don‟t know what 

he‟s doing in the other classes, but that doesn‟t help him turn it in on time. He‟s supposed to 

attend after school help programs to keep up with his academics, but he‟s not doing anything 

that‟s on his IEP, so I mean, what do you do? I‟m not going to write him referrals. That‟s not 

going to help. The student‟s disability affects his involvement and progress in the general 

curriculum, because of his processing speed. He also has difficulties with processing in reading 

and writing, so I guess just from all the processing stuff he‟s just frustrated with it, and I mean if 

he just even gets his [assignment] for chapter one together for his Antholio, I will be ecstatic.  

Although it‟s sort of behavior in here, it‟s been probably about 2 1/2 weeks since I‟ve gone 

into the “I don‟t know what to do” kind of thing and then nobody sort of knows. And then I think 

that‟s it, because we‟ve tried several things and usually some of these kind of things work. It‟s 

because, like even these other ones that I mentioned, I had had some successes with these other 

children, so I think, okay, if I e-mail the dad that‟s going to take care of it. With this one over 

here, it‟s going to be really hard. He‟s probably going to have to make a C on his report card and 

that is going to shock the living day lights out of him. And he will decide. And because that‟s 
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what I‟ve told her now, his mother will force him to work to get A‟s. But I e-mailed her back and 

said, “I think now‟s the time we just need to let him see what it‟s like to follow this little path he 

wants to follow and see if he likes it, and I don‟t think he‟s going to like it, so he will then 

change, and I really do believe that.” 

I mean if he would just come and sit here. I would have to sit with him, but he would do it. 

I don‟t even think after school all by himself he could stay focused. Michael must hate doing the 

stuff I ask him. I‟ve said, let me just see one thing at a time, word by word, one thing at a time, 

not the whole picture, but still no. I know that‟s where a lot of them are most of the time. They 

just see the humungous amount of stuff they still have left to do, and what on earth are they 

going to do? And they can‟t even get themselves to take the baby steps, and I just tell them, 

“Pretend this is the only thing you have to do and let‟s just deal with this one thing.”  

I do love him, he has an adorability to him in many ways. I mean you like him, you can‟t 

help it, even if he just gets on your last nerve sometimes. But I have not done one thing but give 

him some things to be interested in from time to time. As far as him progressing as a student, I 

have not done one thing to help him. As far as I can see, nothing that I have done has worked. I 

do not understand as deeply and well as I would like to, but I know that some of the things that I 

do are probably things that would work for those kinds of kids whether I know it or not. That‟s 

where I am now, but I obviously I need some deeper things. And it‟s the parents, I need to know 

how to somehow get the parents consistently in, because if the kids aren‟t consistent, the parents 

usually aren‟t either and that‟s what we need.  I would love to make some type of support group, 

I mean maybe that‟s going to be the thing, just a support group for the parents who are being 

driven to distraction. They just need to meet for coffee, maybe that could be a thing, and I could 

offer it out and I definitely would. 
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I Believe 

I‟m an English teacher, English major, and that‟s just my passion.  

Language arts, reading, writing is not something that you do just to satisfy teacher. 

Without it, we are just not human. If we cannot express ourselves in writing, if we cannot tell 

stories, and we can‟t appreciate stories and literature, then we‟re just not human beings. I believe 

that, I really believe that. 

Another thing I really believe, I believe in real world learning. That is why I wanted to do 

the literary magazine. That is why I want my kids going to the radio station doing little book 

reviews. I want their work to get beyond me. I want it to be out there for other people to see 

when it is really good.  

I want kids to write so much. I believe writing is such a vital part of language arts.  

I believe [in] how the [coaches] do their track - you put the bar high. This is an age where 

they like to challenge and try and see who they are and what they can do, it‟s a good age to do 

that. 

I know at this school the resources are here, I do not feel abandoned.  If anything came up 

that I could not handle I could get help immediately.  Most of the people who work in the field 

are kind and good and approachable. 

The real world, on paper, looks good and all these charts and all these things that come 

from the state, and we just fill them in and think it‟s going to work, but it‟s not.  There‟s a 

humungous disconnect with all these charts and all these things and what is actually going on, 

especially with middle school kids and everyday.  Some of those questions that - it just takes so 

much experience and hope and prayer.   

My final word on the ESE is to not dumb down the content that you give them.  That‟s one 

of the biggest things.  All these special workbooks and easier text.  You can find things that are 
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extraordinarily engaging that they want to read and do, that‟s how those kids ought to be taught.  

The basic text and the regular text and the advanced text, all that used to make me mad.  Who 

would want to teach that? It‟s such a bore, especially for the kids.  And so that‟s a good thing, 

when the kids are in the regular class, but there needs to be so much choice, so that everyone can 

find their piece that they can engage and understand and be willing to work with.  Teaching is 

harder than people think it is. 

Analysis of Monica’s Beliefs and Practices to Support Students with Disabilities  

Procedural supports 

Procedural supports are supports that help students understand the steps in completing a 

task or help students maintain focus to complete a task. Monica‟s supports were provided to all 

students, not just students with disabilities, and she said they were helpful in meeting the needs 

of students with disabilities related to understanding and completing tasks. Procedural supports 

Monica used were: providing individual assistance, having the student tell the assignment in his 

own words, communicating with parents, providing written directions, and providing models.  

Monica provided individual assistance to students in class and after school. During one 

observation, students were working on a parody project based on the work of William 

Shakespeare. Students worked with laptops in small groups: discussing ideas, taking notes, 

figuring out the steps in the task, and splitting up the work amongst themselves. The assignment 

was to choose a scene from any work of Shakespeare and create a parody of it to share with the 

class. Students had considerable freedom in interpreting the task, so long as their product was 

limited to 10 minutes and included a summary, demonstration, and parody.  They could work 

alone, with a partner, or in a group. The summary and demonstration could be delivered any way 

students chose: they could make a movie, put on a performance or anything else they wanted. 

Most students worked in groups of 3 or 4.  
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Michael chose to work alone. He said he wanted to create a stick figure animation using 

the computer program Pivot that parodied the dagger scene in Macbeth, in which Macbeth‟s 

murderous thoughts are so strong he has a vision of a dagger, covered with blood. Michael 

wanted to represent a boy whose hunger is so strong he has a vision of pancakes, slowly 

becoming covered with syrup. Monica moved from group to group, helping students figure out 

the task, for half an hour. Then, she had conferences with each group in turn at her desk about 

their plans.  

Michael had a laptop with Pivot loaded, and he was creating his stick figure and applying 

animations to it. During his conference, Monica pointed out that he had not written his summary, 

“You‟ve got to write, so ideas will come to you.” He said he had an idea. She said, “Well, 

where‟s your script? You want to find a scene that interests you, and try to tweak it some so 

you‟ve got a parody.” Then, she asked Michael, “Now, tell me what you have to do. What are 

you going to do first?” The individual assistance provided was focused on helping Michael to 

understand the steps involved in completing the task and remember all of the components that 

were required. Monica also provided individual assistance to students after school and made 

herself available for an hour every day. Most of our interviews began at the end of that hour, and 

I was able to observe Monica providing similar assistance to students. Michael, however, did not 

avail himself of the after school help, she said.  

 In the example above, Monica also asked Michael to tell her the task in his own words. 

She asked him to tell her what he was going to do first. Monica did this to verify that he 

understood not only what the task was, but also how he was going to make his way through it.  

Another way Monica helped students understand tasks was by communicating her 

expectations to parents through emailed memos, phone calls, and the maintenance of a website. 
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“I talk to parents a lot. I e-mail them and talk to them a lot,” she said. Monica also met with 

parents of students who were struggling in a regular support group. Emails contained weekly 

updates about what the class was doing and what assignments were coming due. Monica phoned 

parents of individual students she was concerned about. Her website was her main vehicle of 

communication and repository of class documents. She uploaded all of her course information 

and materials: course outlines, directions for completing projects, all of her handouts, 

supplemental reading, and models of completed assignments.  

I tell the parents things they‟re supposed to do, but if the parents of students with 

disabilities don‟t take the responsibility at home, reminding their child what they‟re 

suppose to be doing - and it‟s parents too, being willing to spend the time that it 

takes. Just like a teacher in the classroom has to work with the child who has the 

disability, so does the parent at home on the schoolwork. You can‟t just say, ok, go 

over to the computer or the kitchen table and do your work. Because they won‟t do 

it. They need the same kind of one-on-one help and unfortunately not all of the 

parents can provide it. They don‟t know what the work is. Parents need to have the 

detailed instructions just as much as the kid. And the parents have told me before 

that my directions are complicated and long and hard sometimes, but I try to 

simplify all the time which is again why I‟ve got to do the models, cause a picture 

is worth a thousand words.  

Finally, Monica said a way to help students with disabilities to understand how to do a task is to 

provide models.  

A little girl came up and “I just don‟t know how to do this at all.” She even had 

some highlighting done on her guide sheet, and so I knew she had gone over it and 

she even highlighted the right things. It was just overwhelming to her. So I told her, 

well first of all, I want you just to watch. You know, is it ok if she sees your 

powerpoint? [to another student]. So just look at her things. So that‟s always 

models, I just love models, just looking at the model, seeing the thing. And then I 

just turned to her and said, ok now, what do you think it is I want you to do, from 

having seen this and read that. And she was able to tell me. And then I said, ok, tell 

me now, looking at my directions what do you think the first thing is that you‟re 

going to do when you start this assignment? And she, there it was. I mean it was 

already written down for her, but she just needed to tell me after seeing that. 

Monica‟s procedural supports were related to her beliefs in several ways. Monica believed 

it was her responsibility to ensure students understood what she wanted them to do. She believed 
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that students with disabilities often had difficulty figuring out how to start assignments and 

organizing materials and ideas to complete the task. They needed instructions repeated, several 

times if necessary, and written down. She also believed that part of her role was to build 

students‟ capacity to take responsibility for themselves. She believed it was her role and 

responsibility to help them individually, in and after school, and to enlist their parents in 

providing support. Monica also believed that to learn to love literature, students had to 

experience it for themselves and interact with it and work with it. Her class was designed as a 

series of projects that guided students‟ explorations and was organized so that students worked 

with the literature to create a product of their own.  

The creation of the website was related to several of Monica‟s beliefs about: the needs of 

students with disabilities, the necessity of parent support, and her role in helping parents provide 

support. Monica believed that students needed to learn responsibility for themselves, and the 

website supported that goal by making it possible to access course materials any time they chose. 

It was also related to her beliefs about the subject area: that students needed to be exposed to a 

great deal of literature and needed to explore it themselves. Through the website, she provided 

literature resources and helped students organize and access the materials for her class; she 

provided a resource for parents so that they could support their students at home. She believed 

students with disabilities needed written directions and that they often needed to be provided 

with handouts more than once. She also believed it was essential that parents assist their 

children, and the website was a convenience for both parents and students.  

Because I can say, “Go to the website.” See, I mean, they have to do it. It‟s not like 

I hand a piece of paper into their hand. They have to go to it. They have to print it 

out. They are more responsible for it. And models are on the website. The written 

directions are on the website. They just like websites better. If the written directions 

come by way of the website, it‟s just easier. I just can‟t tell you how many times 

I‟ve said, “Go to the website,” and how many times I‟ve said, “Here, let me give 



 175 

you the model.” And the bottom line is, it‟s putting the responsibility on the child. I 

know I‟ve said that a lot. Because [to complete the Shakespeare project described 

above], they have to choose which ones they‟re going to read, they have to read it, 

and when they do, they can get it. Many times for some of the kids who need these 

IEPs, I think they get told too much. You know, do this, do this, do this. And they 

aren‟t given, maybe, just again the time; when they know they‟ve got time, then 

they know they‟ve got time to read through it.  

The passage demonstrates also how Monica‟s provision of the website is related not only 

to her beliefs that students with disabilities need directions repeated and clarified, but also to her 

belief that models are essential for learning in language arts. She provided numerous examples of 

completed assignments for students to view when they were thinking about how they were going 

to approach a given task. She made these available to students on the website and in notebooks in 

the class: 

If they‟ve got the models to begin with, and they‟ve got the written directions to 

begin with, they‟ve got the extra time, they‟ve got the website to give them 

guidelines, if they‟ve got all of that before they start, then they are much more 

likely to do well. 

Finally, the provision of the website as a support was related to her beliefs that students 

needed to learn to take responsibility for themselves. Students were expected to know how to 

access handouts and resources for assignments. They were expected to check the website 

regularly for updates and due dates. Monica believed the website supported students in becoming 

independent learners. She emphasized that idea explicitly throughout our interviews and stated it 

several times to students during observations. 

Behavioral supports 

The behavioral supports category included teacher behaviors related to ensuring or 

checking on student behaviors such as attending class, completing assignments, and conducting 

themselves appropriately. Teachers included these kinds of actions as part of what they did to 

provide support for students with disabilities. Monica was not a part of the school-wide RTI 
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implementation, but she spoke of several ways she supported students with disabilities in 

developing behaviors that would help them in school. 

Monica investigated students‟ personal background as a way to support students who were 

acting out in class or not turning in work, to see if there were family issues that might have 

caused the behavior. She also communicated with other teachers to see if they were having 

similar issues, and with the special education support staff members. She said that problems 

often were related to students‟ personal histories or problems in the home:  

[What does help me is] informal brainstorming with other teachers about the kids 

and getting background information. So often, it‟s not even some education related 

thing. It‟s just something that happened in the family if you‟re having a snag, so 

just almost informal chats with other teachers and with the ESE support staff. I 

would just die if I couldn‟t do that. And particularly Winnie. Winnie who is the 

ESE main support, oh she is so helpful to me. I just finished communicating with 

the teachers of fifth graders about my incoming sixth graders just to find out, ok 

who is going to need extra help? Talking with the ESE support staff, even if I don‟t 

get specific answers, it just reminds me to pay attention to the needs of these kids.  

Monica encouraged the other students to remind Michael to complete assignments, as well 

as reminding him herself. One way she did this way by giving group grades to encourage 

Michael‟s peers to help him remember. Another way was by giving candy as an incentive for 

turning in work. Monica thought one of Michael‟s biggest challenges was just remembering to 

do and bring the work.  

Michael will not make it through high school if he cannot somehow get a footing to 

himself and become self motivating and self starting and self finishing and just see 

it to the end and figure out some way that we haven‟t got yet. The checklist doesn‟t 

work and the planner doesn‟t work. There‟re several kids just constantly reminding 

him now. If Michael‟s in the group and he doesn‟t have his stuff, then his group 

won‟t get candy. And they‟re like, come on, Michael, come on! But, oh Lord! It‟s 

going to take a while but I haven‟t found the magic thing yet. 

The website, discussed above, was another way Monica enlisted others to remind students 

to complete their assignments. Parents were encouraged to check the website regularly. Monica 
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also emailed parents weekly about what was coming due and phoned parents if work was not 

turned in.  

Finally, Monica said her high expectations for her students to supported good behavior for 

Michael. “And that‟s the other thing with Michael. He needs to be challenged, even though he 

struggles, because he‟s going to ultimately have better behavior when he‟s challenged rather than 

when he‟s just bored to death.” 

The behavioral supports Monica provided are related to her beliefs in several ways. First, 

she believed it was her responsibility to let parents know if their child was falling behind. She 

also believed that parents had to take responsibility for ensuring students completed assignments 

at home, and for reminding students about due dates and bringing completed work to school. She 

believed that students‟ home lives had a pervasive influence on their ability to function in school 

and that problems in the home had to be addressed for students to make progress. In fact, Monica 

completed a case study on a child as part of her professional development in which she was able 

to convince divorced parents to change their alternating week custody plan. The student‟s 

performance improved immediately, she said.  

Finally, Monica‟s behavioral supports are related to her belief that one of the most pressing 

challenges for students with disabilities is remembering to complete and turn in work. To that 

end, she enlisted parents and peers through the website and by providing incentives. The website 

also supported students in taking responsibility for themselves and their own learning by making 

instructions, due dates and model assignments available to them on demand. Monica believed it 

was critical for students in middle school to develop a sense of responsibility and the ability to 

organize themselves.  
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Affective and psychological supports 

Supports in the affective and psychological supports category are related to students‟ 

relationships with teachers, students‟ emotional well-being, and students‟ motivation. Affective 

supports for Monica‟s students were centered on valuing students‟ creativity and individual ways 

of doing things. The projects in her class incorporated a considerable amount of freedom in terms 

of content, materials and mode and she provided supports to motivate students and to bolster 

students‟ confidence in their ability to do the work.  

Of all students, I think they have a great need to feel successful. I just think that 

success breeds success. And they also have a need to sort of bond and feel special 

to the teacher, that the teacher cares about their situation and about what they‟re 

doing. It‟s not just a class, particularly the assignments that I give them are long-

term, and they work on them, they worry about. They need to hear from my mouth 

that they are ok, that they‟re going to do fine. 

One way Monica motivated students and increased their self-confidence in their ability to 

complete a task was by providing models: 

Just to see what other kids have done, not just what you expect of yourself or not 

just what your teacher expects of you…and then many times they feel like, ok I can 

do it. They‟ll see this and think I can do that. And sometimes it‟s just the name of 

the, ok, this student I know who it is, that student can do it, so I know I can do it. 

Monica said motivation was important because if students were motivated, they would 

complete tasks: “If you try to appeal to their motivation most of the time, usually they‟ll just man 

up and do the couple of things that they hate to do. “ Incorporating the use of technology was 

another way Monica motivated students and bolstered their self-confidence:  

But I know the kids love technology so much. And particularly, sometimes kids can 

be very good at that when they‟re so poor in some other things, so they become the 

class czar for technology and it gives them confidence and, and they just you know, 

once success leads to another.  

Appealing to students‟ strengths increased motivation, she said, “They are more motivated 

if they can work to their strengths.” Monica encouraged students to focus on just one part of the 
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task so that the project was not so overwhelming, and she helped the students break down the 

tasks. For example, in the Shakespeare scenario above, Monica tried to persuade Michael to start 

with just one part of the assignment, i.e., reading the scene he was going to parody. 

The affective and psychological supports Monica provided were related to her beliefs 

about herself and her students. Monica believed motivation was important for students‟ success 

and that the element of student choice was powerfully motivational. Aspects of her class design 

that she believed were motivating for students because they provided opportunities for individual 

student choice included: the flexibility in tasks, the freedom to use technology, the freedom to 

choose modes of expression and the freedom to collaborate or work alone. She also believed it 

was her responsibility to form relationships with students and help to build their self-confidence; 

she believed these were critical at the early adolescent developmental stage. She built their self-

confidence through motivating them to do their work, thus building their confidence in 

themselves.  

Academic supports 

Academic supports for learning were supports designed to help students with specific 

academic tasks or goals. Monica employed several kinds of academic supports with her students 

with disabilities, including: individual help, differentiation and individualization of curriculum, 

flexibility, use of technology, modeling, collaboration and scaffolding. She also used external 

support to implement some of the supports, including parents. Academic supports were provided 

before, during and after instruction.  

Monica provided individual help for students, with and without disabilities, in class and 

after school. 

They know they can come by after school for help. It‟s just open and there‟s 

nothing organized about it, I‟m just here, and they can come and ask whatever they 
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want to ask. It‟s so, so difficult for me to give individual assistance to my kids 

unless they are here after school. But that is the best, more one-on-one. 

Monica said that one-on-one instruction was the best way to help students be successful, 

but said that it was often difficult to manage to provide it unless the student came after school. 

Her one-on-one support sessions were not structured: she made herself available to answer 

students‟ questions.  

The overall curriculum in Monica‟s class is structured to provide opportunities for 

differentiation and individualization along with flexibility in terms of ways of meeting goals. 

Monica provided opportunities for student choice to appeal to students‟ strengths and interests. 

She said choice provided support for students with disabilities because it helped them to figure 

out their strengths:  

Differentiation, flexibility, student choice, those are just huge. But all of that, of 

course is going to appeal to their strengths because they‟re going to choose what 

most of the time, or they‟ll choose something they‟re not good at and they‟ll figure 

pretty quickly that they‟re not and do something else the next time. 

An example of a way Monica provided choice was in learning vocabulary. Students were 

able to choose among a number of activities to practice their words. Some created skits using the 

vocabulary words. Others wrote stories with the words, with partners or on their own. Another 

example was during an activity called concept creation. Students were assigned to write an essay 

that related a metaphor to a piece of literature. One student, immediately supported by a few 

others, asked if she could write it in poetry form. Monica reiterated the goals of the assignment 

and ensured that the students understood; the students discussed how they could do that as a 

poem. She agreed that they could meet the goals with the poem instead. Monica‟s rationale was 

that there are multiple ways to meet academic goals, so she was flexible as much as possible. A 

last way to be flexible, particularly for students with disabilities, was to reduce the number of 
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items in an assignment or the total number of required assignments to reduce the formidability of 

the task in the student‟s eyes.   

Monica said that using technology could help students with disabilities overcome slow 

writing or poor handwriting. 

Technology, I love being able to use technology. The kids do. I would use it more 

if I had access to it. It lets them go faster. I mean the motor skills, they don‟t have 

to fiddle with their motor skills. They don‟t have to worry that their writing looks 

like 2
nd

 graders‟ writing. They get the spell checks and the grammar check things 

that help them.  

She often brought laptops into the room and wrote passes for students to go to the 

computer lab. She arranged for Michael to be able to bring a school laptop home to help him do 

his assignments for her class. The use of technology was fully integrated into Monica‟s ways of 

differentiating instruction. Students were able to complete projects using any medium they could 

think of, including creating web pages, movies, slide presentations, and animations.  

Other supports for academic learning Monica used included modeling, collaboration and 

scaffolding. In one lesson, Monica was teaching how to write a thesis statement. Monica began 

by showing them a draft of an introduction she had intentionally written poorly. The whole group 

gave feedback on how to improve it. Then, students were split into groups. Each group was 

responsible for writing a different paragraph. One student in the group was the scribe. The 

students discussed ideas and created bullet points that they turned into sentences. Then, Monica 

had students put the paragraphs together and the groups wrote the transition sentences. For 

students to write transitions between paragraphs, they must understand how the paragraphs are 

related to one another, and to whole. That understanding, of the ideas in the essay and how they 

are related to one another, is a fundamental understanding for writing a thesis statement. So, even 

though no student wrote a thesis statement and supporting essay on their own, the lesson 

supported practice in the skills necessary to do so.  
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Step by step, dividing it into small manageable steps. One step at a time. And the 

kids with disabilities, and the one we were talking about in particular, he gave his 

two cents in those group discussions. The kids with disabilities didn‟t do so much 

smoothing out of the paragraphs, but they could put in transitions. So they 

contributed in the group and therefore learned how to support a thesis, talking 

anyway. I don‟t know if they could have, I don‟t know if many of my kids, had I 

asked them to just write the whole thing could have done it. 

Monica said that collaboration is like modeling. “They learn from each other, they 

encourage each other even on their individual products.” Students collaborated, in groups or 

informally, during every one of my observations. I observed them explaining assignments and 

concepts to one another. Michael consulted other students about assignments as well, and was 

able to explain to another student what a parody was one day I observed him. He said it was like 

a scene in a play, but funny because you changed the people or something about the scene, which 

is accurate.  

The academic supports for learning Monica provided were mostly structures she had built 

in her way of teaching, her “Modus Operandi,” as she called it. These were related to her beliefs 

about her roles and responsibilities, her subject area, and students with disabilities. Monica 

believed her role as a teacher was more of a guide or a coach. She created tasks and projects that 

provided an avenue for student learning, and guided students as they completed them by 

providing individual assistance during class and after school and by enlisting parents to help 

students get the work done. She provided checklists of assignment parts on the website, to 

parents in email and in handouts to students. Students often needed help making decisions 

because of the great deal of choice involved in the assignments. For example, in the Shakespeare 

parody assignment, students decided the Shakespeare play to focus on (content), the medium of 

the parody (product), and the group members and task distribution within the group (process). 

Many of the students needed help figuring out what to do and how to accomplish it, and Monica 

talked to groups in turn about ways they might approach the project and sent directions to parents 
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so parents could understand the task enough to help their students at home. Monica believed that 

it was parents‟ responsibility to help their children succeed in school by reminding them of tasks 

and helping with assignments. 

The way to learn in her class was to complete the tasks she assigned. Many of the 

assignments were complicated and required the production of different pieces over several 

weeks. Some involved meeting other students outside class to work on projects. This project-

based approach to instruction was related to Monica‟s belief that learning happened as students 

worked through the tasks and made connections among works of literature and their own work. 

She believed that students should grapple with authentic works of literature rather than texts 

created for their age group.  

Monica provided opportunities to collaborate with other students in class, and this was 

related to her belief that knowledge in the area of language arts was gained by immersion in 

literature. She believed students should be talking about, reading, writing, and creating artifacts 

related to literature and poetry as much as possible. She believed that students should be able to 

work to their strengths and believed strongly that student choice was essential for motivating 

students. Motivating students to complete tasks was particularly important for Monica because 

the tasks were the main avenue to learning in her class. The tasks and projects were the center of 

the curriculum. Monica believed that students with disabilities often had difficulty with the 

length and the amount of work and a number of her supports were aimed at adjusting those so 

that students could complete at least part of a task, and achieve at least some of her goals.  

Summary 

Teachers identified several practices to support the learning of students with disabilities 

that could clearly be linked to their beliefs. Teachers‟ beliefs about their own roles and 

responsibilities were important for many of the practices they described; teachers often went far 
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above and beyond what they were required to do to ensure students with disabilities had the help 

and support they needed to succeed. Teachers also showed a great deal of caring for the whole 

student – their emotional lives, their home lives, their self-confidence, and their need to feel 

valued. A great number of supports were aimed at ensuring students with disabilities understood 

the tasks required of them and at motivating students with disabilities to complete those tasks. 

Teachers firmly believed that what students with disabilities needed in order to learn was a great 

deal of encouragement and assistance with organizing the steps in larger tasks. Teachers‟ 

supports were often intimately linked with their subject area beliefs and goals: they supported 

students in making progress in the aspects of the language arts curriculum they believed were 

most important. There were, however, many differences in how teachers implemented supports 

and even in their rationale behind the implementation of the same supports. Some of the 

differences seemed to be related to differences in teachers‟ beliefs. The relationships between 

teachers‟ beliefs and practices are explored theoretically in the next chapter.
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Figure 4-1. Concept Map: Maggie. Maggie started with her big idea, whatever it was about the world she wanted to teach, for 

example, advocacy. Then, she considered the state standards in light of her students‟ needs. She chose content and then 

tasks, thinking all the time about the standards and the big idea. Last, she considered the underlying skills she would have 

to teach to enable students to successfully accomplish the end product and laid out a timeline. She described content as a 

funnel or channel that connected the big idea to the skills students were learning.
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Figure 4-2. Concept Map: Nora. Classroom instruction was influenced by several things in Nora‟s planning process. She met with her 

grade level team and considered her department standards. She considered her students‟ achievement and the previous 

year‟s results with an activity or unit. She brainstormed, using her own prior knowledge to think of how to meet her 

students‟ needs. Then, she gathered the necessary materials.  
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Figure 4-3. Concept Map: Dan. Dan‟s big questions are represented to the left in the diagram. Instruction began and ended with the 

big questions, as indicated by the arrows. Students worked to develop skills that would support successful performance on 

the state test through products, or assignments, that were related to the big questions. Dan provided ways for his students to 

share their work with others and believed “going public” was essential for students. 
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Figure 4-4. Concept Map: Monica. Language and words are at the center of Monica‟s planning, enclosed in a star for excellence. 

Everything in the star points is related to language and words: activities, listening, writing, creativity and literature. All of 

this is enclosed in a circle that represents the positive classroom atmosphere of: tolerance, acceptance, caring, questioning, 

and referencing the past.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE GROUNDED THEORY 

I analyzed the dataset using the procedures for developing grounded theory detailed in 

Chapter 3. Grounded theory analysis procedures culminated in a theory specified through the 

identification of relationships among the properties and dimensions of categories that emerged 

from the organization of concepts formed from grouping observed phenomena such as action and 

talk present in the dataset. More specifically, the relationship between the categories and the core 

phenomenon is made explicit through a series of proposition statements. The grounded theory 

explanation begins with an explication of the core phenomenon and the related categories in 

terms of their properties and dimensions. Then, the derived proposition statements that specify 

the relationships between beliefs and practices are identified, explained and grounded in the data.  

The grounded theory analysis focused on the relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and 

their practices to support included students with disabilities. The grounded theory contains only 

beliefs that can be linked to practice in the data, and not theoretical categories that might be 

logically inferred. To draw conclusions, categories must be full; data must exist for all teachers 

in the category. In other words, if only one teacher expressed a particular belief, linking that 

belief to her practice would not be a valid interpretation of the data. On the other hand, if that 

particular belief was related to the other teachers‟ beliefs within a specific category or dimension 

of a belief, then teachers could vary in their expression of that belief and interpretations of their 

practice would be valid. For example, Monica strongly believed that parents bore some of the 

responsibility for their children‟s success in school. None of the other teachers expressed that 

belief. Therefore, there is no grounding for the data for interpretations of how that belief 

influenced teacher practice. On the other hand, after further analysis I concluded Monica‟s belief 

about sharing responsibility for student success with parents was essentially an aspect of her 



 190 

beliefs about responsibility for student learning; all four teachers had beliefs about the 

responsibility for student learning. Thus, the category is full and can be specified on a continuum 

firmly grounded in the data that ranges from Maggie‟s belief that she is totally responsible for 

student learning, through Dan and Nora who believe the responsibility is shared, but mostly with 

students, to Monica who believes responsibility is not only shared but resides largely in the 

students and parents. Each teacher expressed a belief in that category: conclusions therefore can 

be made about how teachers‟ beliefs about responsibility for student learning are related to their 

practices and to other beliefs.  

Overview of the Grounded Theory 

 The core phenomenon of a grounded theory can be thought of as a nexus; all of the 

categories in the grounded theory interacted with the core phenomenon. In this grounded theory 

of the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices to support students with disabilities 

included in their secondary general education language arts classes, the core phenomenon that 

emerged was named Negotiating Support through Trial and Error to reflect teachers‟ ongoing 

decision-making about how to support students with disabilities in a complex, dynamic 

environment with limited temporal, material and personnel resources. Teachers‟ decision-making 

about how to provide support for their included students with disabilities was a complex process 

that involved aspects of the context as well as their own beliefs. The process was complex for 

several reasons: beliefs themselves are changeable in response to circumstance, the context is 

dynamic and constantly changing, and the context is comprised partially of aspects of the 

teachers‟ beliefs.  

Grounded theory procedures were useful in coming to an understanding of components of 

the teachers‟ decision-making process. Strauss and Corbin (1990) provided an organizing 

paradigm for grounded theory categories that included the following: causal condition, core 
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phenomenon, context, intervening conditions, action/interaction strategies, and consequences. 

The categories that emerged from the data fit into the paradigm categories as follows: 

 Causal Condition: Student Struggles or Expectation that Student will Struggle 

 Core Phenomenon: Negotiating Support through Trial and Error 

 Context: Temporal, Academic, Structural and Individual 

 Intervening Conditions: Beliefs about Self as Teacher, Beliefs about Subject Area, 

Beliefs about Students with Disabilities 

 Action/Interaction Strategies: Procedural Supports, Behavioral Supports, Affective 

and Psychological Supports, and Academic Supports 

 Consequences 

Every category contained dimensions and properties, and relationships could be specified 

among them. For example, the Causal Condition: Student Struggles category contained many 

ways students with disabilities struggled or were expected to struggle in teachers‟ language arts 

classes: following directions, completing assignments, and organizing tasks, for example. The 

struggles had properties such as frequency, severity, duration and so on. Relationships could be 

specified between those properties and the properties of any other feature of the model, for 

example, state testing, teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities, or academic supports 

provided. This investigation, however, is focused on the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs 

and practices, and specifically, how teachers negotiated support for students with disabilities. 

This negotiating is essentially a decision, a psychological process, and so the immediate context 

for the decision is the teachers‟ mind. Therefore, an assumption about the other categories is that 

although the categories may exist externally, they also exist in the teachers‟ minds. Since my 

study adopted a constructivist lens, the teachers‟ perceptions about students‟ struggles, 

contextual influences on their ability to provide support, and the supports they provided for 

students with disabilities were the primary focus.  As an example, the category, Causal 
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Condition: Student Struggles, contains data about how students struggled, but it is data about 

how teachers believed students struggled. I did not do any independent verification of how 

students struggled that would allow me to reach a conclusion about how students struggled that 

might differ from the teachers‟ perception. My analyses therefore, were confined to teachers‟ 

beliefs that influenced the supports they provided for students with disabilities and my 

conclusions were limited to propositions that specified relationships between teachers‟ beliefs 

and practices. In this section, the grounded theory model itself is described. Relationships among 

teachers‟ beliefs and practices are specified and grounded in the data within the propositions 

sections that follow the description of the grounded theory model.  

Please see Figure 5-1 at the end of this chapter for a visual representation of the grounded 

theory. The large dark circle represents teachers‟ minds or cognition. At the center of teachers‟ 

minds, a smaller circle represents teachers‟ beliefs related to negotiating supports for included 

students with disabilities. Within the beliefs circle are three smaller circles, one each for Self, 

Subject, and Student; these represent teachers‟ beliefs about themselves as teachers (Self), the 

subject area of language arts (Subject), and students with disabilities (Student). On the outer edge 

of the teachers‟ minds circle are 4 smaller circles: Student Struggles, Context, Supports, and 

Consequences. These were arrayed so that they overlap with the teachers‟ mind circle to 

represent the idea that they include phenomena that existed both in the teachers‟ minds and in the 

external reality I observed. 

The arrows outside the teachers‟ mind circle represent interactions that take place without 

input from the teachers‟ thinking or beliefs. For example, the school provided after-school 

tutoring for students who were struggling. In terms of the model, the path traced started at 

Student Struggles, went through Context, and reached Supports outside of the teachers‟ mind 
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circle. That sort of support took place without the teachers thinking much, if anything, about it. 

But it belongs in the model because the student‟s response to such support or the teachers‟ 

opinion of the support may influence teachers‟ ideas of what they need to do to further help the 

student. The propositions about relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and practices are 

comprised of paths that involved the inner circle of teachers‟ beliefs and the circle representing 

the supports teachers provided. The double-headed arrows within the large circle represent 

interactions between teachers‟ beliefs and the other categories. Teachers‟ beliefs interacted with 

each of the other categories: Student Struggles, Context, Supports, and Consequences in a 

reflexive manner. That is, the teachers‟ beliefs influenced and were influenced by phenomena in 

each of the categories.  

The Causal Condition 

 The causal condition in this paradigm of Negotiating Support through Trial and Error was 

labeled Student Struggles. Teachers provided supports for students they perceived to be having 

difficulty with a task. Teachers also anticipated that students would have difficulty with an 

upcoming task and planned to provide supports, so the expectation that a student would struggle 

was another dimension of the causal condition for Negotiating Support.  

 Teachers identified several ways students with disabilities struggled or had difficulty in 

language arts. Teachers interpreted student performance broadly and their discussions were not 

limited to academic issues. Teachers said students with disabilities often displayed psychological 

problems such as a lack of motivation or a poor self-image with regard to schoolwork or 

relationships with peers. Affective issues seemed particularly important for students at the early 

adolescent developmental stage. For example, students had difficulty focusing on schoolwork 

when confronted with instability in the home, boyfriend/girlfriend problems, or if they seemed to 

have a general distrust of teachers and the school system in general. Academic problems of 
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students with disabilities that affected language arts performance teachers identified included: 

difficulty with written expression and organization, reading comprehension problems, inability to 

organize tasks, inability to work independently, and slow processing speed.  

 Teachers identified Student Struggles in several ways. Teachers used records and 

consulted with other teachers to help themselves understand the ways a student struggled. 

Teachers relied on their own observations and interactions with students. Teachers consulted 

with parents and with support professionals at the school. Finally, teachers predicted how 

students might struggle based on past experience with both individual students and students with 

disabilities that they taught in previous years. Teachers also weighed the frequency, severity and 

duration of how students struggled in deciding an approach for supporting students and those 

properties were important influences on how teachers Negotiated Support for students.   

 Student Struggles interacted with other categories in the grounded theory. For example, 

how students struggled could influence the context in a profound way. For example, Dan 

completely restructured his class to incorporate time for assisting students individually, thus 

affecting the larger context for learning. Another way students‟ struggles influenced the context 

was in the school‟s response to students who did not perform well on standardized tests. The 

school‟s desire to improve students‟ performance resulted in an effort to implement the RTI 

initiative and provide professional development in how to use the Kagan (1989) approach to 

cooperative learning. Both the RTI initiative and the use of the Kagan groups affected the 

context for learning. Due to the RTI initiative, teachers did more checking up on students and 

discussed students identified to be at risk with other grade level teachers. The use of the Kagan 

groups changed the instructional delivery model: teachers made a deliberate effort to have 
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students working in mixed ability groups to complete assignments. How students struggled also 

influenced teachers‟ beliefs and the supports they provided, as discussed in the following section.  

The Core Phenomenon: Negotiating Support through Trial and Error 

 The relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices to support students with 

disabilities is multi-dimensional and dynamic. In the process of making a decision about how to 

address the needs of students with disabilities included in their classes, all of the categories in the 

model interacted as teachers negotiated support. The Causal Condition, Student Struggles, was 

the impetus for providing support and also a source of information about how to provide support. 

Teachers considered the nature of the students‟ struggles when determining how to provide 

support. Contextual features also were part of the process of negotiating support, including, for 

example, what point of the school year it was, support staff available, and course goals or tasks. 

Teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and responsibilities, the subject of language arts, and the needs 

of students with disabilities influenced the supports they provided and so were designated as 

Intervening Conditions. The supports provided comprised the Action/Interaction Strategies 

category, and they resulted in Consequences. Consequences sometimes included the need to 

provide more or different support, starting the Negotiating Support process again. Teachers‟ 

beliefs affected how they interpreted the context, the kinds of supports they provided, and their 

willingness to persevere in the process of trial and error to find out what worked for a student. 

The Context, Intervening Conditions, and Action/Interaction Strategies could be considered 

component categories of Negotiating Support through Trial and Error.  

Context 

 Teachers Negotiated Support within multiple contextual layers: temporal, academic, 

structural, and individual. The temporal context included aspects of the context related to time, 

such as how much time was available in the class or how far into the school year it was. The 
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temporal context also included temporal proximity to important events such as state testing or 

report card issuance. The academic context had both general and specific dimensions. Specific 

tasks led to shorter term goals that were related to larger, more general goals for individual 

students and for classes. The structural context included dimensions such as the class, the school 

site, and state and federal policies. Finally, the individual student with disabilities was part of the 

context for negotiating support.  

Each of the dimensions varied according to a number of properties. Individual students 

could have behavioral, affective, psychological and academic issues that varied in severity, 

duration, frequency and kind. Classes varied greatly in terms of their makeup relative to students 

with disabilities. In some classes, several students had disabilities; in others, there was only one. 

Classes also differed in terms of behavioral and academic properties, and these differences 

affected teachers‟ planning processes. The school organization both supported and limited 

teachers‟ efforts to negotiate support. For example, teachers said the grade level meetings were 

helpful in reminding them to focus on students who needed help, but the meetings took place 

during planning time that might have been used in other ways to support students. The state 

mandated certain assessments that exerted influence over teachers‟ ability to negotiate support 

and what they prioritized. Teachers mentioned the tests several times in the interviews.  The 

federal government was part of teachers‟ negotiation of support through the Individual Education 

Plans (IEPs) for each individual student with disabilities; students‟ IEPs often explicitly 

mandated the provision of specific supports. 

Intervening Conditions: Teacher Beliefs 

 Teachers‟ beliefs that influenced the supports they provided for students with disabilities 

had 3 dimensions: beliefs about self, beliefs about subject, and beliefs about students with 

disabilities. Each dimension of beliefs had several subdimensions. Teachers‟ beliefs about 
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themselves included beliefs about their roles and responsibilities in following areas or 

subdimensions: instructional roles, their responsibility to adhere to policy, responsibility for 

student success, responsibility for the whole child, their role in the construction or transmission 

of knowledge, and to what extent they would persevere with students with disabilities. Teachers‟ 

beliefs about their subject areas included beliefs about: how knowledge is defined in the subject 

area, how knowledge is attained in the subject area, the nature of knowledge in the subject area, 

and the goals or purposes of instruction. Teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities 

included beliefs about: ways students with disabilities struggled, the needs of students with 

disabilities, and the nature of ability and disability.  

Each subdimension of beliefs could further be specified according to its properties. 

Properties of beliefs are characteristics of beliefs or ways beliefs vary. The dimensions (and 

subdimensions) of teachers‟ beliefs varied according to the following properties: nature, strength, 

specificity, and connectedness. The nature of teachers‟ beliefs was the content of the belief itself 

and when there was variance in the nature of teachers‟ beliefs, it was possible to form a 

continuum. An example provided earlier was teachers‟ beliefs about the responsibility for 

student learning. Maggie believed that she was responsible for students‟ learning; in contrast, 

Monica believed that students and parents shared responsibility for students‟ learning. 

The strength of teachers‟ beliefs is how committed to the belief the teacher is and how 

definitely and unambiguously stated the belief is. There are two aspects to the specificity of 

teachers‟ beliefs: a) the explicitness and distinctness of the belief, that is, how well differentiated 

the belief is from other similar beliefs, and b) the degree of generalizability of the belief in terms 

of its relationship to students, subject area, and situations. A highly generalizable belief would 

apply to many students or many kinds of students, to several aspects of the subject area (e.g., 
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reading, writing, speaking), or to many situations (as opposed to a specific situation). Teachers‟ 

beliefs also varied in the degree of connectedness to other beliefs they expressed. Some beliefs 

depended on other beliefs or seemed to influence Negotiating Supports only when certain other 

beliefs were also involved. Other beliefs seemed to be singleton beliefs that did not appear to be 

connected to other beliefs.  The specification of beliefs held by each teacher according to its 

dimensions, subdimensions and properties is necessary for the formation of the propositions. The 

propositions concern relationships among aspects of beliefs and between aspects of beliefs and 

practices.  

In the following sections, the dimensions of the teachers‟ beliefs are discussed. See Table 

5-1 for a descriptive summary of the nature of the teachers‟ beliefs and Figure 5-2 for a 

representation of the nature and properties of teachers‟ beliefs. In Figure 5-2, the strength, 

specificity and connectedness of the teachers‟ beliefs are represented by the legs of the glyphs. 

Glyphs are symbols whose parts have significance. In the teacher beliefs‟ properties glyphs, the 

red leg represents strength, the blue leg represents specificity and the green leg represents 

connectedness. The length of each leg corresponds to the intensity of the property: the longer the 

leg is, the more intensely the property was represented in the data for that teacher. The glyphs 

were helpful in spotting trends in the data. The most marked differences among the strength, 

specificity and connectedness of the teachers‟ beliefs were in the areas of beliefs about self and 

beliefs about students with disabilities; all of the teachers had strong, specific, connected beliefs 

about language arts. Two of the teachers had less developed beliefs about students with 

disabilities. The nature of teachers‟ beliefs varied in several ways, most obviously in beliefs 

about instructional roles, the responsibility for student learning, the goals of language arts 

instruction, and beliefs about students with disabilities. The most marked similarity among the 
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nature of teachers‟ beliefs overall was that they all believed it was their responsibility to adhere 

to school/district/state policies, although the degree to which they did so differed. The most 

marked similarity among the properties of the teachers‟ beliefs was in the category of beliefs 

about the subject area:  all of the teachers‟ beliefs about language arts were strong, specific and 

connected.  

Teachers’ beliefs about themselves 

Teachers‟ beliefs about themselves included beliefs about their roles and responsibilities in 

following areas or subdimensions: how they would provide instruction, their responsibility to 

adhere to policy, responsibility for student success, responsibility for the whole child, their role 

in the construction or transmission of knowledge, and perseverance with students with 

disabilities. Teachers‟ own beliefs about their roles and responsibilities were often closely related 

to one another. Maggie and Dan believed their role as a teacher included a variety of 

instructional roles, such as whole class instruction and supervising group work as well as 

intensive one-on-one instruction. Nora and Monica also provided whole class instruction and 

supervised groups. They made themselves available for individual consultation by students, but 

did not believe their role included the provision of planned, intensive, teacher directed 

instruction during those individual consultations.  

The teachers‟ beliefs about adhering to policies were similar to one another‟s. They were 

inclined to adhere to policy so long as it did not conflict with other beliefs they held. For 

instance, Maggie violated school policy by creating a Facebook page because she believed it 

enabled her to help students keep up with assignments. In another example, Monica had students 

with disabilities sit by themselves to minimize distractions rather than seating them in the front 

of the room as stated in their IEPs. Because she moved around the room a lot and did not spend a 

lot of time lecturing and writing things on the board, she believed that accommodation was not 
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useful given her style of teaching. But overall, teachers believed it was their responsibility to 

follow school, state and federal guidelines. 

Teachers varied greatly in beliefs about responsibility for student success. Maggie believed 

she was totally responsible for student success. Dan believed he was responsible for student 

success, but that students also bore some responsibility. Nora believed students shared even more 

of the responsibility for their own success. Last, Monica believed students and their parents were 

mostly responsible for student success. 

Maggie and Dan believed their roles included taking responsibility for the whole child, that 

is, they were concerned with students‟ emotional and psychological lives. Nora also was 

concerned with students‟ emotional and psychological lives, but less so. Monica believed her 

role mainly was to provide instruction. It is evident from the glyphs that this area of belief for 

Nora and Monica is rather undeveloped: their beliefs lack strength, specificity, and 

connectedness. 

Maggie, Dan and Monica held constructivist beliefs about knowledge. They believed that 

students created knowledge through completing the tasks and assignments in the class and that 

the process of completing the tasks was the way to become proficient. The believed their role 

was to guide students in completing tasks successfully. Nora believed her role was to give or 

transmit knowledge to students. Nora held some constructivist beliefs, too, but overall her beliefs 

were more transmissive than the other teachers‟ beliefs. This tendency in Nora‟s beliefs is related 

to her subject area beliefs and goals for students, because she believed language arts included not 

only building reading and writing skills but also acquiring a real world and literary vocabulary 

and learning how to analyze literature.  
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All of the teachers believed to some extent that students with disabilities would encounter 

difficulties in their classes no matter what they did. Two teachers, however, Maggie and Dan, 

believed that it was their responsibility to persevere until they found a way to help students 

succeed. The other two teachers had less strong, specific and connected beliefs not only in this 

area, but in the other two areas of self beliefs that affected supports for students with disabilities: 

a) assuming a variety of instructional roles, including the provision of intensive instruction, and 

b) responsibility for the whole child. The teachers‟ beliefs in these areas differed not only in their 

nature, but also in their strength, specificity and connectedness. Beliefs in this area seemed 

related to beliefs about responsibility for student success: the teachers who believed they were 

responsible for student success were the same teachers that believed it was their responsibility to 

persevere until they found a way for students to succeed.  

Teachers’ beliefs about the subject area 

 Teachers‟ beliefs about the subject area included beliefs about the definition of language 

arts, how knowledge is gained in language arts, the nature of knowledge in language arts, and the 

goals of instruction in language arts. Overall, teachers‟ subject area beliefs were strong, specific 

and well-connected. All the teachers believed knowledge in language arts was gained through 

practice. Monica believed that knowledge was also attained through immersion in and 

experiencing literature. Teachers were explicit about their subject area beliefs overall.  

Teachers had different beliefs about the nature of knowledge in language arts: Dan, 

Maggie, and Nora believed knowledge was definite and unchanging. They believed there were 

certain things students needed to learn in order to be able to read, write and interpret text, and 

that these things were unchanging. Tasks in their classes were structured to bring students to 

mastery of explicit, definite goals. Monica, on the other hand, believed knowledge in language 

arts was open to interpretation and constantly changing. She believed students gained knowledge 



 202 

by experiencing literature and that the things students learn might be personal in nature. She also 

believed that what students can know could change as they became more experienced consumers 

of literature and she required students to revisit and reflect upon previous work. Goals in her 

class were experiential; the experience was the process and the goal.  

Teachers‟ beliefs about the goals of language arts instruction also differed. Maggie and 

Dan believed the goals of instruction in language arts were for students to master skills in 

reading and writing. Nora believed students should master those skills as well as other content 

area material, such as literature and vocabulary. Monica‟s goals were to provide students with 

opportunities for enrichment or literature appreciation. Overall, there are obvious connections 

among teachers‟ subject area beliefs: teachers who believed the purpose of language arts was to 

master skills believed that students made progress through practicing tasks structured to help 

them master the skills. Monica‟s beliefs were the most different from the others in this area 

because of the experiential aspect of her beliefs about the goals of language arts. Nora‟s beliefs 

were the most traditional; she believed she was transmitting knowledge to students, and that 

students mastered content and skills through repetition and practice. 

Teachers’ beliefs about students with disabilities 

 Teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities included beliefs about the nature of 

disability, the needs of students with disabilities, and beliefs about how students with disabilities 

gain skills and knowledge. Dan and Maggie‟s beliefs in this area are stronger, more specific and 

more connected than the other teachers‟, but the nature of Dan and Maggie‟s beliefs is not 

always the same. Maggie believed strongly that the struggles of students with disabilities at least 

partially arose from the environment. Nora and Monica believed the causes of the struggles of 

students with disabilities lay within the student. Dan‟s beliefs differed from all of the other 

teachers‟ in that his beliefs incorporated aspects of both extremes. Maggie and Dan both believed 
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students with disabilities needed specially designed instruction; Nora and Monica believed 

students with disabilities needed the same instruction as other students, but might need more 

time or a shorter assignment, for example. Nora and Monica also believed that students with 

disabilities have a condition that limits growth in language arts, but the weak, non-specific and 

unconnected nature of their beliefs may indicate that they have not had opportunities to reflect on 

their beliefs. Maggie and Dan believed that students with disabilities can gain skills and 

knowledge through constant practice and hard work; their beliefs were strong, specific and 

connected.   

Action/Interaction Strategies: Supports for Students with Disabilities 

 Supports provided for students with disabilities (also referred to as practices) comprise 

the Action/Interaction Strategies category. See Table 5-2 for a summary of the teachers‟ 

practices and Figure 5-3 for the properties of teachers‟ practices. Teachers provided the 

following kinds or dimensions of support: procedural, behavioral, affective/psychological, and 

academic. Supports were categorized according to their purpose. Procedural supports were 

supports intended to assist students in understanding how to complete tasks. Procedural supports 

ranged from task-specific supports (such as “I wrote the first sentence for him”) to more 

generalized supports that were intended to support students in completing tasks in general (such 

as “give individual help”). Behavioral supports were those that supported desirable behavior on 

the part of the students, e.g., attending school, being on time for class, and turning in assignments 

on time. Some of these were individual to the teachers; some were part of a school initiative. 

Affective and psychological supports were aimed at establishing relationships with students, 

gaining the trust of students, caring about the emotional lives of students, and engendering or 

increasing student motivation. Academic supports were targeted at enhancing performance or 

knowledge in the subject area. These included: varying the intensity, format or explicitness of 
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instruction, providing instructional aids, providing on-the-spot assistance and modifying the 

pace, process, or products of student work efforts. 

 The dimensions of support varied according to the properties: frequency, temporality, 

duration, consistency, reliability, specificity, responsiveness or dynamicism, and strength and 

specificity of rationale. Frequency was how often a support was used. Temporality was whether 

the support was used before, during and/or after instruction. Duration was both how long an 

instance of support lasted and how long the use of the support was sustained over several 

instances. Consistency was the degree to which a support was provided each time a particular 

need manifested. Reliability was the degree to which the support was the same and provided the 

same way in response to a particular need. Specificity referred to the generalizability of the 

support across tasks or goals, how proximal or distal the goal for the support was, and whether 

the support was used only for an individual student, only for students with disabilities, only for 

struggling students, or with all students. Responsiveness or dynamicism was the extent the 

support was modified in response to student performance or to individual student needs. The 

strength of the teacher‟s rationale for the support was the degree to which the teacher stated a 

reason for using the support that was linked to student needs (related to how explicitly stated the 

student needs were). The specificity of the rationale was the degree to which it was explicitly 

articulated and whether it was linked to: a specific task, a kind of task, or a broader skills area; a 

specific student or students with specific characteristics; and/or an observed need of an 

individual student or experiences with past students. 

 No valence is implied in the specification of the properties; they are descriptive only and 

were created to provide a way for relationships among beliefs and supports to emerge in the 

analysis. For instance, the name of the property Reliability has a positive connotation. It may not, 
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however, be more beneficial for students to receive the same support, the same way, each time a 

particular need is observed if that support does not appear to helping the student. Similarly, 

Responsiveness has a positive connotation; it refers to whether the support was adjusted based on 

student response. Adjusting a support may not be optimally beneficial to the student if the 

support is an evidence based strategy that requires time for students to master and derive benefit. 

Furthermore, properties in this analysis cannot be conceived of as having been measured. 

Properties were generated for analysis purposes only, to enhance my ability to describe teachers‟ 

beliefs and practices in an explicit way and thus to apprehend more clearly the relationships 

among them. 

 Teachers‟ practices to support students with disabilities were elaborated in great detail in 

Chapter 4, and so an overview is provided here. Only a few supports for students with disabilities 

were used by all four teachers. See Table 5-2 for the practices used by each teacher. One support 

all the teachers used was collaborative groupings. This is not surprising because teachers 

received professional development in the Kagan grouping strategies and were strongly 

encouraged to use them. Structures also existed at the school that supported communication with 

other teachers, and all of the teachers named that as a way to support students with disabilities. 

All of the teachers said contacting parents was a way to support students with disabilities, and all 

said they provided individual help to students with disabilities. All of the teachers reported 

providing some kinds of supports in each of the four support categories: Procedural, Behavioral, 

Affective/Psychological, and Academic. The greatest number of strategies teachers reported was 

in the Academic Supports category and the fewest was in the Behavioral Supports category. 

Teachers seemed idiosyncratic in their support for students with disabilities and I was not able to 

identify any other trends in the nature of their supports. Teachers were mostly observed 
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providing Procedural supports and Academic supports. Teachers believed understanding the task 

was one of the biggest challenges for students with disabilities, along with following through on 

a task once they understood it. Behavioral and Affective/Psychological supports were mostly 

provided outside of class time and were reported to me in the teachers‟ interviews.  

 There was variability in the properties of teachers‟ supports for students with disabilities. 

Only Maggie and Dan reported providing support for students with disabilities on a daily basis, 

and only Maggie and Dan planned their units and lessons with the needs of students with 

disabilities and supports for them in mind. Maggie and Dan also provided supports that took 

longer to provide and extended over a longer period of time than those provided by Nora and 

Monica. Maggie and Dan‟s supports were more specifically targeted to meet students‟ needs, and 

they were able to link what they were doing to students‟ needs more explicitly than the other 

teachers. One exception to the above was in the area of motivation; all of the teachers believed 

motivation was a critical component of student success and their practices to support students 

with disabilities in this area were frequent, consistent, reliable and supported by an explicit 

rationale.  

Consequences 

 The use of the Action/Interaction Strategies had consequences for students, teachers, and 

classes. The word consequence has a negative connotation, but in this context it is neutral and 

refers to the outcome of the use of supports for students with disabilities. This category is unique, 

as it was the only category that included an exit from the model of Negotiating Support. 

Teachers stopped Negotiating Support when they believed a support they provided was 

successful and would continue to be successful. Another way to exit Negotiating Support was 

when a teacher believed she had done everything possible to support the student already.  
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 Individual students responded differently to the supports provided. The data collected in 

this study were collected for the purpose of making connections between teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices and are not appropriate for drawing conclusions about how the provision of different 

kinds of supports affected student outcomes. Therefore, the consequences for individual students 

provided in this section are for descriptive purposes. The teachers described several student 

outcomes during the interviews. For example, one outcome was the end of the year grades 

students received. Dan‟s students with disabilities were on track to pass the course and proceed 

to the next grade level. During the last interview, Maggie was unsure whether Tim was going to 

pass for the year. She said that he had made progress, but she was not sure he had made enough 

progress to deal with the demands of the next grade, and especially the state testing that happens 

in that grade. Nora‟s student was doing fine, she said, making B‟s and C‟s. Monica‟s student 

failed the class. He had not turned in enough work to earn the grades to pass the class. 

Another kind of outcome was the student‟s performance on a specific task. Nora, for 

instance, found that having a support staff person to assist Destiny with her vocabulary quiz was 

a successful strategy and decided to continue it throughout the year, thus breaking out of the 

model of negotiating support for that particular student need. Maggie found that the supports she 

was providing for Tim worked while she was with him, and she re-entered the cycle of 

negotiating support as Tim continued to struggle to work independently and she continued to try 

to find ways to help him. In general, when teachers found a support that worked, they kept 

implementing it until there was a reason to change it and sometimes even after there was a 

reason to change it. For example, Dan believed using centers that created opportunities to 

provide intensive instruction to small groups was effective in supporting struggling students in 

improving their reading skills. He therefore kept using centers even though some of his students 
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continued to struggle, he said, even with the intensive instruction. Dan‟s beliefs about the 

effectiveness of intensive instruction in this case were strong, specific and interconnected, and he 

believed that the best way to proceed was to continue providing intensive instruction and give it 

more time to succeed.  

The provision of supports to students with disabilities also had consequences for classes, 

and therefore, the context for learning. For example, teachers reported that graphic organizers or 

supportive groupings they employed to support students with disabilities were often helpful to 

the other students. Dan restructured his whole class into a centers/groups format in order to 

provide more intensive support for struggling students. He believed the centers/groups format 

was also beneficial to all students. All of the teachers used group structures in some fashion and 

reported that groups allowed them to give more help to students that needed it. These were 

significant changes to the context for other students in the classes.  

Finally, there were consequences for teachers. Providing supports to students with 

disabilities influenced their beliefs. For example, Maggie and Nora initially were not enthusiastic 

about the RTI initiative at the school, but as time went on, their beliefs changed as they came to 

believe that checking up on students frequently and talking about students with other teachers 

helped the students in visible ways. Maggie even expanded the RTI record-keeping and activities 

to other students she was concerned about. As teachers tried one thing and another, their beliefs 

about students with disabilities in a specific and in a general sense were affected. All of the 

teachers said they needed more knowledge of how to intervene with students with disabilities. 

Some teachers invested considerable time in devising ways to support students or staying after 

school to help students, thereby incurring costs in terms of their time. Teachers sometimes 

became frustrated with students, especially when they had made unsuccessful efforts to help. 
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Maggie and Monica also became attached to the students, and said that because they liked the 

students and they were aware that the grades they assigned had consequences for the students, it 

was difficult to judge the students‟ progress objectively. Last, a consequence of providing 

supports for students with disabilities was the refining of teachers‟ beliefs about the effectiveness 

of the supports they had provided and of their understanding of the individual student‟s needs 

and strengths. As they tried supports, they adjusted their ideas about how effective supports were 

and what the needs of the students were. For example, Nora had long believed that shortening the 

length of assignment was beneficial for students with disabilities., When her student, Destiny, 

continued to have trouble with the shortened assignments, Nora‟s beliefs about Destiny‟s needs 

changed. Nora renegotiated support for Destiny that included help from the special education 

teacher. When that extra help seemed to be effective, Nora exited the cycle of negotiating 

support.  

Overall, the consequences were interpreted by the teachers and affected their beliefs and 

subsequent actions differently for each teacher. Teachers‟ interpretations of the consequences 

depended on how strongly they believed they were responsible for student learning, how 

committed they were to persevering with students with disabilities and on how explicitly they 

were able to understand students‟ needs. For example, Monica‟s student Michael continued to 

struggle. Because she believed so strongly that parents shared in the responsibility for student 

learning, her response to Michael‟s struggles was to increase her efforts to get the parents 

involved. She was not able to understand why Michael either could not or would not complete 

assignments despite having been told several times how to do them and having had the 

assignments shortened to encourage him.  
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Propositions 

 Propositions are one way to express a grounded theory. (The diagram is another. 

Grounded theory can also be expressed through narratives that tell the story of movement 

through the categories.) Propositions are created by examining the data in light of the analytical 

categories, dimensions and properties; propositions consist of statements of relationships among 

these. Relationships specified may be among any of these data divisions: a relationship may be 

specified between 2 categories, for instance, or between a property of one dimension and a 

property of another. Relationships may also be expressed in terms of “paths” through the 

grounded theory diagram, thus expressing how categories interact. The propositions I derived 

from the data follow, with a discussion that demonstrates how they are grounded in the data. 

Figure 5-2 and Figure 5-3 provide an overview of the properties of teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices.  

Proposition 1: The Nature of Teachers’ Subject Matter Beliefs Influenced the Kinds of 

Supports They Provided for Students with Disabilities because Subject Matter Beliefs 

Exerted a Strong Influence on Both the Academic Context for Learning and the 

Perceived Needs of Students with Disabilities within that Context.  

 The nature of teachers‟ subject matter beliefs contributed substantially to the academic 

dimension of the context. The academic context was strongly influenced by teachers‟ subject 

matter beliefs and was created almost entirely by teachers. Teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of 

students with disabilities were rooted largely in the academic context they created. 

These secondary language arts teachers all had strong and specific beliefs about the subject 

area that were well developed and interconnected. The nature of their beliefs, however, varied 

according to several dimensions that influenced the supports they provided for students with 

disabilities. Teachers‟ beliefs about their subject areas included beliefs about: how knowledge is 
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defined in the subject area, how knowledge is attained in the subject area, the nature of 

knowledge in the subject area, and the goals or purposes of instruction.  

First, teachers defined their subject area in different ways. Even though they differed, all 

teachers‟ definitions included aspects of the others‟; the difference was the degree of emphasis. 

Maggie and Dan saw language arts mainly as the study of communication skills such as reading 

and writing. They believed knowledge was gained in reading and writing by practicing those 

skills. The goals of their classes centered on improving skills by providing authentic reasons for 

reading and writing. These goals were related to the tasks they created. Students read texts in 

class to improve reading skills and completed various writing assignments. Both teachers were 

strongly committed to organizing reading and writing tasks around a “big idea” that provided a 

real world, authentic purpose for students‟ work. Both teachers structured their classes to provide 

plenty of time for closely supervised reading (Dan) and writing (Maggie) instruction. Knowledge 

was viewed as definite, unchanging and hierarchical, but jointly constructed by teacher and 

students.  

 Nora emphasized literature and vocabulary as well as reading and writing, and her focus 

was as much on students mastering content as improving skills. She believed that repetition was 

the way for students to accumulate knowledge, and she structured her class to return to topics she 

believed were important throughout the year. Goals in her class centered on helping students 

develop vocabulary, both a general vocabulary and a literary vocabulary, so that students could 

understand and interpret literature. In class, students read stories aloud together, learned 

vocabulary words, discussed literature, and wrote essays. Tasks were content-driven and usually 

could be completed quickly: matching columns of vocabulary words, quick writes, answering 
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questions on worksheets. Her class was highly structured and teacher driven. Knowledge was 

viewed as definite and was transmitted from teacher to students rather than constructed jointly.  

 Monica believed language arts was about experiencing literature and growing to love 

literature and poetry. The purpose of her class was enrichment through literature and literature 

appreciation. She believed students learned through being immersed in literature and 

experiencing it for themselves. Tasks in her class were long-term projects with multiple steps 

that entailed independent student literary experiences and creation of students‟ own literary 

products. Knowledge was viewed as fluid, changing, and subjective. Students constructed 

knowledge on their own.  

 Teachers‟ beliefs about their subject area were related to the ways teachers supported 

students with disabilities included in their classes: teachers‟ perceptions of students‟ needs were 

relative to the tasks given in their classes. Maggie and Dan focused on building students‟ skills 

and the supports they provided to students reflected their conception of the subject area as a 

collection of skills to be mastered. The academic context was characterized mainly by the in-

class practicing of reading and writing skills. When students struggled, Maggie and Dan drilled 

down into component skills of the tasks and remediated them with individual students. For 

example, when Maggie‟s student struggled with a writing task, she said that organizing thoughts 

before writing was an essential component skill for successful completion of the task. She then 

helped the student organize his thoughts by working with him on a graphic organizer she quickly 

sketched on his notebook page. Maggie and Dan believed students needed to practice component 

skills to mastery to be successful readers and writers and the supports they provided reflected 

those beliefs. They were also the only teachers to emphasize the use of support staff and 
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individual instruction, possibly because they were able to target specific skills to be remediated 

by a support staff person or in an individual session with a student.  

Nora‟s beliefs about the subject area were also related to the supports she provided. Nora 

believed that language arts included a great deal of content students needed to master, and the 

supports she provided were focused mainly on adjusting the amount of the content in a particular 

assignment or the amount of time the student spent engaged with the content. The academic 

context included tasks focused on helping students acquire content knowledge on a daily basis. 

Students with disabilities were frequently allowed to learn fewer words, complete fewer 

questions, or read a shorter passage. Nora viewed the subject area as consisting of a body of 

content to be mastered and she supported students with disabilities mainly by requiring them to 

master less. She was the only teacher to talk about shortening assignments and tests, allowing 

students to retake quizzes and tests, providing students with study aids such as flash cards and 

study guides, and spiraling (Bruner, 1960) her curriculum to return to important concepts as 

ways to support students with disabilities. 

Finally, Monica viewed the subject area in a more holistic sense and believed that 

experiencing literature and creating literary products was the way to learn in language arts. 

Supports for students with disabilities focused on enabling students to understand how to 

navigate the projects and tasks. The academic context was that of a workshop: students generally 

worked more or less independently on one of a variety of projects that were coming due at 

different times. They worked in groups and alone, and consulted Monica as necessary. Monica 

used other kinds of class structures, but the workshop format was the most prevalent during my 

observations. Monica‟s supports were mainly procedural; she believed it was important to help 

students understand how to do the tasks she created because she believed students learned by 
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having the experiences necessary for completing tasks. She also believed that the flexibility 

inherent in the tasks – students often could choose process, products and content – was a kind of 

support for students with disabilities that motivated them to complete tasks and allowed them to 

use their strengths to be successful. Her supports centered on: a) providing written examples to 

motivate students and help them understand what to do, and b) helping students understand how 

to complete projects by explaining directions repeatedly, providing multiple copies of directions, 

posting directions on her website and enlisting parents‟ help to assist students in understanding 

what to do. 

Proposition 2: The Nature, Strength, Specificity and Connectedness of Teachers’ Beliefs 

about Students with Disabilities were Related to the Properties of Teachers’ Practices to 

Support Included Students with Disabilities, Including: The Degree of Responsiveness to 

Students’ Needs, Specificity of the Supports, and the Strength of the Rationale for the 

Supports Provided. 

The nature of Maggie and Dan‟s beliefs about students with disabilities were that students 

with disabilities needed specially designed instruction, that students with disabilities gained skills 

and knowledge through practice, and that it was their responsibility to persevere in trying to find 

ways to help students with disabilities. The last is a Self-category belief, but it is included here 

because: a) it is also a belief about students with disabilities, and b) the patterns evident in the 

nature and properties of teachers‟ beliefs about their responsibility to persevere are identical to 

the patterns in the category of teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities, shown in Figure 

5-2. Maggie and Dan‟s beliefs about students with disabilities were strong, specific and 

interconnected. During the interviews, they spoke of how they planned their curriculum with the 

needs of students with disabilities in mind, incorporated multiple and sustained opportunities for 

practice, and persevered in finding effective supports. For example, Maggie said she always 

considered how students with disabilities might struggle with an upcoming assignment and 

planned how she would provide support. In one instance, Maggie knew some students, including 
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Timmy, would find it uncomfortable to perform interviews with homeless people at the shelter as 

part of an upcoming task. So, she had all of the students interview another student that they did 

not know well in class and write a short summary of the interview to give students a chance to 

practice interviewing. This support was highly responsive to Tim‟s individual needs because he 

did not like to interact with other people, and this gave him a chance to do so in a more familiar 

environment. In addition, he had never interviewed somebody before, so this support gave him a 

chance to see how the process worked. Finally, this support allowed him to practice the skills 

related to interviewing: crafting questions, taking notes during the interview, and writing a 

summary of the interview. Maggie said that she was not sure this support would be effective and 

that she would try something else if it was not or if he refused to do it. Maggie thus provided a 

support that was specially designed to meet Tim‟s specific needs and allowed more opportunity 

for practice. In addition, she expressed a commitment to persevering in finding a way to help 

Tim. The support she provided was highly responsive to the student‟s needs, highly specific to 

both student and task, and supported by a rationale that was clear and convincing. 

 Another example was Dan‟s use of the sentence summary frames. Summary frames are 

sentences that express the main idea or a summary of a paragraph or longer piece of text that 

have blanks instead of key words deleted by the teacher. Dan‟s purpose in using summary frames 

was to both enhance students‟ ability to summarize and provide reminders and reinforcement for 

summarizing. Dan knew that students with disabilities often had trouble summarizing what they 

read and he believed summarizing was a fundamental skill that had to be mastered for students to 

be able to derive meaning from text. He said he believed good readers summarize as they read 

and if students did not do that naturally, they had to be taught to do it. He therefore had students 

complete summary frames almost daily, as warm-ups at the start of class or as short homework 
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assignments. Dan‟s use of summary frames was highly responsive to students‟ needs: he noticed 

that students reading in the small groups were unable to summarize a paragraph they had just 

read. The use of summary frames is also highly specific. Even though this support was not 

targeted for a specific student, it was targeted at a specific, discrete reading skill. Finally, Dan‟s 

rationale for using summary frames was explicit and convincing: he said summary frames 

addressed an observed weakness of students with disabilities and struggling readers and they 

seemed to be an effective way to both have students practice summarizing and remind them to 

keep summarizing in their minds while they read. 

 Nora and Monica‟s beliefs about students with disabilities were not strong, specific nor 

connected. They believed that the struggles of students with disabilities came from within the 

students, that students with disabilities needed basically the same kinds of instruction as other 

students get with some changes to processes or products, and that students with disabilities have 

a condition that prevents growth in skills and knowledge to some degree. They did not talk at 

length about these beliefs and their beliefs in this area seemed less developed than the other 

teachers‟. The supports they provided were less responsive to needs of students with disabilities, 

less specific, and less supported by rationale. For example, Monica said providing models was a 

way to support students with disabilities, and I observed several models on her website. 

However, she provided models for all of her students and not necessarily in response to students‟ 

needs. Providing models, to Monica, was part of good teaching in general. The models she 

provided were specific to the tasks she assigned, but the goals of those tasks were less 

specifically articulated. Her rationale for using models was that models helped students 

understand the task and motivated them to complete the task. This rationale is general; it applies 

to all students and all tasks. In another example, Nora often shortened assignments for Destiny. 
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This was a generalized support she used across several kinds of tasks. Nora did not explain 

clearly how shortening tasks was meeting Destiny‟s needs or helping her master the content.  

Overall, the supports Maggie and Dan provided were more responsiveness to students‟ needs, 

more specific, and had stronger rationales than the supports provided by Nora and Monica. These 

three properties of the supports teachers provided were related to the nature, strength, specificity 

and connectedness of the teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities.  

Proposition 3: Teachers’ Beliefs about the Needs of Students with Disabilities were Related 

to the Kinds of Supports Provided. 

There was a clear dichotomy in the nature of the teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of 

students with disabilities. Maggie and Dan, on the one hand, believed that students with 

disabilities needed specially designed instruction. Nora and Monica, on the other hand, believed 

that students with disabilities needed the same kind of instruction the other students got, but that 

students with disabilities might need more help understanding a task, more attention while 

completing a task, or a shorter or less complex task. The teachers‟ beliefs about what students 

with disabilities needed were related to the kinds of support the teachers provided. For example, 

both Maggie and Dan often had students working in groups. Group structures allowed them to 

vary the intensity of instruction received by students, and to provide more individual instruction 

to students with disabilities. Maggie and Dan also were often observed working with students 

with disabilities individually in a way that was academically supportive during class for ten 

minutes or more.  

Maggie and Dan also worked to involve support staff and others in instructing students, 

another way to increase the intensity of instruction. Maggie participated in a partnership with 

preservice English teachers at a local university; the college students worked with her students 

on their writing in class and online. Both Maggie and Dan solicited assistance from support 
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personnel, and often had another adult in the room instructing students with them. These 

structures allowed Maggie and Dan to focus their attention on students with disabilities and 

struggling learners who needed more individual help. Other adults were present in every one of 

Maggie‟s observations and in half of Dan‟s.  

Maggie and Dan differed in the behavioral supports they provided in that both spoke of 

providing a real world purpose for learning as an important way to motivate students. Both 

structured their courses around a broad question or goal and created projects, assignments and 

tasks related to that goal. For example, Dan‟s big goal during the year I observed was to relate all 

of the reading and writing assignments to a field trip to a natural spring that took place at the end 

of the year. Students read multiple articles about the springs, wrote about the springs, and made 

presentations to younger students about the springs. Maggie‟s goal was to increase her students‟ 

capacity for advocacy, and her assignments were structured around that goal. The homeless 

person interview was one of the assignments related to that goal. Students also read articles about 

the homeless problem in the town and collaboratively created a book to sell to make money to 

donate to the homeless shelter. 

Finally, Maggie and Dan were the only teachers to emphasize reviewing student progress 

as a way to support students with disabilities. Dan began reviewing students‟ progress for the 

upcoming year towards the end of the year of this study. He looked for trends in performance 

and spoke to students‟ current teachers about how they were supporting students so that he could 

consider how he would support them. He also spoke of reviewing student progress systematically 

throughout the school year to help him decide what was working and what needed to be changed. 

Maggie began keeping track of targeted students‟ records as part of the school‟s RTI initiative. 

She said that she learned so much about the students from doing that that she expanded her 
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tracking to include all of her students with disabilities and struggling students. She regularly 

reviewed these students‟ progress and noted attendance patterns and whether they were 

completing and handing in assignments. She kept folders of students‟ written work and had a 

plan to review them systematically.  

Nora and Monica provided supports that were largely procedural in nature and were 

reactive rather than proactive. Their courses were structured to address the needs of most of their 

students, and they remediated with students with disabilities on the spot as the need arose. For 

example, Nora was observed helping Destiny one-on-one to help her understand a task and 

shortening a task for her. These kinds of supports were typical of her support for students with 

disabilities: most of her supports were provided in class on an as needed basis. Monica 

emphasized helping students with disabilities understand how to do the tasks she assigned, and 

she provided directions for completing tasks in several ways including handouts, her website and 

emails to parents. She also stayed after school every day to help students navigate tasks. Finally, 

Monica shortened assignments or made them less complex for students with disabilities.  

Taken together, there are different patterns of support among the teachers that were related 

to their beliefs about the needs of students with disabilities. Teachers who believed students with 

disabilities needed specially designed instruction solicited help from other adults and structured 

their classes to provide opportunities to work with students individually. They planned with the 

needs of students with disabilities in mind, tracked students‟ progress, and provided students 

with a real world purpose for learning. Teachers who believed students with disabilities needed 

basically the same kinds of instruction as other students provided support by adjusting 

assignments so they were shorter or less complex and providing students help with 



 220 

understanding how to do tasks. Their supports were reactive rather than proactive, i.e., their 

supports happened after they noticed a student was struggling.  

Proposition 4: Teachers’ Beliefs about their Roles and Responsibilities (Beliefs about Self) 

were Related to the Overall Amount of Support Provided.  

Teachers‟ beliefs about themselves included beliefs about: instructional roles, 

responsibility to adhere to policy, responsibility for students‟ success and well-being, role in the 

construction or transmission of knowledge, and responsibility to persevere with students with 

disabilities. The pattern among the teachers‟ beliefs in terms of the construction or transmission 

of knowledge differed from that evident in the other Self beliefs and is discussed separately in 

Proposition 5: it appeared that whether a teacher held constructivist or transmissive beliefs was 

not related to the amount of support provided. Otherwise, the nature of teachers‟ beliefs about 

themselves and the strength, specificity and connectedness of their beliefs about themselves were 

related to the amount of support they provided for students with disabilities. In the case of 

teachers‟ beliefs about their responsibility to adhere to policy, these seemed to interact with 

beliefs about student needs: together, these beliefs were related to the amount of support 

provided. The amount of support provided was determined by analyzing supports for duration, 

frequency, and consistency: how long or over how long a time period the support was 

implemented, how often the support was implemented, and how consistently the support was 

implemented.  

All of the teachers had fairly strong beliefs that it was their responsibility to comply with 

policies and procedures related to struggling students and students with disabilities and they 

reported that they did comply. Evidence from interviews and observations, however, showed the 

teachers seemed to comply with varying degrees of fidelity. Teachers sometimes complied with 

policies and procedures in a superficial way, meeting the minimum requirements. At other times, 
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teachers complied in a more thorough way: they spent more time, more frequently and more 

consistently, implementing the policy or procedure. These differences were both within and 

across teachers and they seemed to be related to teachers‟ beliefs about students‟ needs: if 

teachers believed the requirements were helpful to students, they consistently complied. If, 

however, teachers believed the requirements were not helpful to students, they acted in what they 

thought were the best interests of the students. For example, the teachers believed the 

accommodations in students‟ IEPs and 504 plans were not always useful or feasible. Monica, for 

example, said several of her students were supposed to be seated at the front of the room. She 

questioned the usefulness of that for her students since she rarely lectured or wrote on the board 

and she usually moved around the room. She furthermore believed that seating students with 

disabilities and students with 504 plans all together at the front of the room was not advisable 

and that the students could work more efficiently in an isolated, distraction-free spot. Therefore, 

she complied with the policy when she thought it was beneficial to students and she devised her 

own seating plan when she thought other seating arrangements would be more beneficial. On the 

other hand, as Maggie became convinced of the effectiveness of the check-ins and logs required 

by the school‟s RTI plan for targeted students, she expanded those activities for all of the 

students she was concerned about. She not only complied with the policy, but also applied it to 

more students than she was required to because she believed it was beneficial to students. To 

summarize this point, it seemed that policy was an important way to influence teachers‟ behavior 

because teachers believed it was their responsibility to comply with policy, but they complied in 

a way that was frequent, consistent and of significant duration only if they already were or 

somehow became convinced that compliance was helpful or useful to students. In this instance, 

teachers‟ Self category beliefs about their responsibility to comply with policy interacted with 
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their Student category beliefs about students‟ needs and this interaction was related to the 

amount of support teachers provided for students with disabilities.  

Maggie and Dan‟s beliefs about instructional roles, responsibility for students‟ success and 

well-being, and responsibility to persevere with students with disabilities were more similar to 

each other than they were to the other teachers‟. Their beliefs in these areas were strong, specific, 

and interconnected as well as similar in nature. Nora and Monica‟s beliefs differed from Maggie 

and Dan‟s, and in some cases, from each other. Nora‟s beliefs were closer to Maggie and Dan‟s 

in some areas and closer to Monica‟s in others. Maggie and Dan believed strongly and 

specifically that:  a) their roles were multiple and included the provision of individual instruction 

as well as group facilitation and whole class instruction, b) they were responsible for student 

success, c) they were responsible for the whole child, and d) they were responsible to persevere 

with students with disabilities; Maggie and Dan provided a greater amount of support for 

students with disabilities overall than Nora and Monica did. The best example of the frequency, 

duration and consistency of the support provided by Maggie and Dan is that both teachers altered 

the way their classrooms functioned in order to provide support for students with disabilities and 

students who struggled to learn.  The pattern also is evident in Table 5. Maggie and Dan both 

planned lessons with students with disabilities in mind and incorporated group work on an 

almost daily basis to allow for opportunities to interact with students individually and in small 

groups. In this way, they were able to provide support for students with disabilities almost every 

day that was of significant duration and highly consistent.  

Nora and Monica did not believe individualized instruction was part of their role and their 

beliefs in that area were less strong, specific and connected than Maggie and Dan‟s. Nora 

believed pretty strongly she shared responsibility for student success with students, but her 
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beliefs were not as strong and specific as Maggie and Dan‟s. Monica believed responsibility for 

student success was shared mainly by students and parents, and her beliefs in that area were 

strong, specific and connected to other beliefs. She spoke often and emphatically of that belief. 

Nora believed she was responsible for the whole child; Monica less so. Both Nora and Monica 

believed students with disabilities will have trouble in their classes no matter what they do, Nora 

less so than Monica. The only supports Nora and Monica provided frequently, consistently, and 

of significant duration were those related to motivating students. All of the teachers believed 

motivation was critical to the success of their students. Nora and Monica also varied the format 

of instruction and included group work as well as whole class work occasionally, but they did 

not vary the format as much as Maggie and Dan nor did they include intensive or individualized 

instruction. Overall, the amount of support Nora and Monica provided for students with 

disabilities was less than the amount provided by Maggie and Dan and the amount provided was 

related to differences in teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and responsibilities.  

Proposition 5: The Nature of Teachers’ Epistemological Beliefs about Whether Knowledge 

is Transmitted or Constructed was Related to: A) The Frequency with which they 

Supported Students with Disabilities by Allowing Student Choice, and B) The Aids They 

Provided to Assist Students with Homework.  

Maggie, Dan and Monica shared a constructivist epistemological stance; they believed that 

knowledge in the domain of language arts was constructed by students. Thus, they designed tasks 

to provide students with opportunities to construct knowledge. Students worked to construct 

knowledge mainly by interacting with texts and creating their own texts. Nora, on the other hand, 

had a more transmissive epistemological stance. Nora believed she gave knowledge to the 

students, and the tasks she provided helped them to remember important concepts. Students 

received knowledge from the teacher and then worked to remember it, often by learning lists of 
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vocabulary words or literary terms, completing short answer questions, and answering questions 

in class.  

Teachers‟ epistemological beliefs affected the supports they provided for students with 

disabilities. This was evident, for example, in the difference between Maggie, Dan and Monica 

providing opportunities for student choice versus Nora providing flexibility with content. These 

sound similar, but they are different. Opportunities for student choice provided included the 

regular incorporation of student choice into lesson plans and assignments. Students were able to 

choose which stories or books to read. They could choose how to express their knowledge, i.e., 

by writing an essay or a poem or giving a speech. They could choose to work alone, with a 

partner, or in a group. Maggie, Dan and Monica consistently provided opportunities for students 

to choose. Nora, on the other hand, described flexibility with content as an adjustment in the 

content made in response to students‟ interests or needs. As an example, she extended the 

mythology unit because there were popular movies about mythology in the theaters when she 

was teaching mythology. Nora sometimes provided choices for students, for example, she 

allowed students to choose to do a slide show for one assignment instead of an essay. Choice, 

however, was not consistently woven into her unit plans and assignments as it was for the other 

teachers.  

Another example of the relationship between teachers‟ epistemological beliefs and the 

supports they provided for students with disabilities was the difference between the teachers‟ 

aids for independent work or homework. The constructivist teachers all said they often provided 

written instructions to help students navigate tasks when they were working independently. The 

written instructions served to guide students through the experiences necessary to construct 

knowledge of reading and writing. Nora spoke instead of providing students with flash cards, 
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both paper and digital, to help students learn terms, concepts, and vocabulary words that they 

would be tested on. The flash cards contained the knowledge she taught, and provided students 

with a procedure for mastering it. None of the other teachers mentioned flash cards, and she did 

not mention providing written guidelines for students. 

Summary 

The grounded theory of negotiating support for included students with disabilities in 

secondary language arts classes was specified through a visual model and a series of 

propositions. The model portrayed the relationships among the categories in the grounded theory. 

The categories were as follows. The Causal Condition was that the student struggled or was 

expected to struggle within the Context. The Core Phenomenon was Negotiating Support: 

teachers decided on Action/Interaction strategies to support students in their learning. Teachers‟ 

beliefs about themselves, the subject of language arts, and students with disabilities were 

Intervening Conditions that affected how they Negotiated Support and the Action/Interaction 

strategies they chose. Use of the strategies had consequences. Depending on the consequences, 

teachers either ceased Negotiating Support, or noticed a continuance of Student Struggles and 

began Negotiating Support again. Each of the categories in the model interacted with the 

teachers‟ beliefs categories in a reciprocal way – teachers‟ beliefs influenced the other categories 

and the other categories influenced teachers‟ beliefs.  

 Five propositions about the relationships among the categories, dimensions, and 

properties of dimensions were derived from and grounded in the data. They are: 

Proposition 1: The nature of teachers‟ subject matter beliefs influenced the kinds of 

supports they provided for students with disabilities because subject matter beliefs exerted a 

strong influence on both the academic context for learning and the perceived needs of students 

with disabilities within that context.  
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Proposition 2: The nature, strength, specificity and connectedness of teachers‟ beliefs 

about students with disabilities were related to the properties of teachers‟ practices to support 

included students with disabilities, including: the degree of responsiveness to students‟ needs, 

specificity of the supports, and the strength of the rationale for the supports provided. 

Proposition 3: Teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with disabilities were related 

to the kinds of supports provided. 

Proposition 4: Teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and responsibilities (beliefs about self) 

were related to the overall amount of support provided.  

Proposition 5: The nature of teachers‟ epistemological beliefs about whether knowledge is 

transmitted or constructed was related to: a) the frequency with which they supported students 

with disabilities by allowing student choice, and b) the aids they provided to assist students with 

homework. 
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Table 5-1. Descriptive Beliefs Inventory 

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about Selves: Roles, Responsibilities, Efficacy 

Instructional roles Whole group and 

individual instruction; 

small group facilitating 

Whole group, small 

group and individual 

instruction; small group 

facilitating 

Whole group instruction; 

small group facilitating; 

individual consultation 

Whole group instruction; 

small group facilitating; 

individual consultation 

Responsibility to adhere 

to school/district/state 

policies 

Maybe negotiation is a 

good word for it, 

negotiating what‟s 

important and weighing 

out our beliefs of what 

students need to know 

and what the state or 

schools say they may 

need. 

 

The reason why I do it, 

the first reason why is 

because I was told to do 

it. 

The work that we do in 

here pretty much is a 

result of what the 

professional 

development we‟ve 

received. 

We still have the state 

standards and are still 

supposed to do the 

reading, the speaking, 

the writing, the 

comprehension skills. 

But there are things that 

I have been teaching 

way before the sunshine 

state standards existed 

and that I am going to 

teach them: how to 

organize, I am going to 

do vocabulary.  

I do look at [state] 

standards. Most of the 

time what I think is 

important to teach is 

already in there, but I 

don‟t just go by that. 

 

I have to follow the 

accommodations for the 

IEPs. Fortunately, so 

many of the IEP 

accommodations are just 

things that are built in; 

that‟s just how I want to 

do it anyway. 

Responsibility for 

student success 

Timmy is the type of 

person that I 100% have 

to stay on. I cannot 

relieve myself of the 

responsibility or he‟ll do 

poorly. 

If they don‟t have 

enough in my class, it‟s 

my shortcoming.  

 

 

Dan believed it was his 

responsibility to provide 

plenty of opportunities 

to practice skills and to 

motivate students to 

engage in that practice. 

Nora believed students 

shared in the 

responsibility for student 

success.  

Monica believed 

students and parents 

shared the responsibility 

for student success.  
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Table 5-1. Continued 

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about Selves: Roles, Responsibilities, Efficacy 

Responsibility for whole 

child 

I think it‟s the most 

important part of my 

job, to get to know them 

and accommodate them, 

not in the educational 

way, but as a human: 

having respect for them, 

paying attention to what 

they need and how they 

react, and if it‟s making 

a difference for them or 

not. 

Dan strongly believed 

that students needed to 

be supported in making 

choices that were in their 

best interest – to show 

up for class, to show up 

on time, to bring the 

work they were 

responsible for, and to 

behave appropriately – 

because many students 

were not receiving 

support in those areas at 

home. 

They need support from 

anybody that can give it 

to them. They just need 

encouragement and the 

positive feedback if they 

can get it. 

Monica believed it was 

her responsibility to 

form relationships with 

students and help to 

build their self-

confidence. 

Role in 

transmission/constructio

n of knowledge 

getting them in groups to 

think how to act, that‟s 

good teaching.  

 

Independent learning 

 

My role is not to stand in 

front of the classroom 

and tell them everything, 

but it‟s to help them 

come to their own 

understanding, and when 

they struggle, to be 

there. 

Dan provided 

opportunities and 

supports for students to 

construct their own 

knowledge of reading 

and writing. 

Nora‟s teacher role 

includes both 

transmission of 

knowledge and 

providing opportunities 

for students to construct 

knowledge.  

I‟m going to be the 

model, the guide, the 

cheerleader, the one that 

leads them in the goals 

of my course.  

 

Monica sees herself 

mostly guiding students‟ 

construction of 

knowledge.  
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Table 5-1. Continued 

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about Selves: Roles, Responsibilities, Efficacy 

Role/responsibility to 

persevere with students 

with disabilities 

Maggie strongly 

believed it was part of 

her role to persevere 

with students with 

disabilities and find 

ways to help them be 

successful. 

You‟ve got to keep 

hammering away at it.  

I believe that everybody 

is capable of learning 

everything; it‟s a matter 

of how much time you 

spend working on it. 

Nora was committed to 

providing the supports 

she discussed regularly. 

Monica provided 

supports like the website 

and after school help. 

She believed that it was 

the students‟ and 

parents‟ responsibility to 

make use of them. 

Beliefs about the Subject Area: Language Arts 

Definition of  The whole world is 

about what you do in 

English. That‟s how we 

communicate, by talking 

to each other, and by 

writing things down, and 

by reading things that 

each other write.  

Language is how we 

relate to each other, and 

it applies to - everything 

we could possibly ever 

do involves some sort of 

communication. 

My job is to teach 

reading, writing. [My 

class] is all about 

process and 

communication. 

We‟re responsible for 

many of the skills: the 

writing obviously, the 

vocabulary. It‟s 

literature based, always 

bringing in some 

vocabulary usage, 

writing and thinking 

skills, speaking. 

Language arts, reading, 

writing is not something 

that you do just to satisfy 

teacher. Without it, we 

are just not human. If we 

cannot express ourselves 

in writing, if we cannot 

tell stories, and we can‟t 

appreciate stories and 

literature, then we‟re just 

not human beings. 
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Table 5-1. Continued 

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about the Subject Area: Language Arts 

How knowledge is 

attained within 

Kids become good 

readers, good writers, 

and good consumers of 

media by a lot of 

repetition and practice. 

 

Enjoying what you‟re 

doing is a huge part, in 

proficiency. 

It‟s a combination of 

instruction and practice, 

and motivation. 

 

Individual conferencing 

and kind of breaking the 

room into centers and 

having them work their 

way through the process. 

 

The internalization of 

the strategies and the 

fluency of their use of 

the strategy, that‟s why 

we do these things over 

and over again 

You can give direct 

instruction, but so much 

of it, you know, it‟s not 

about the instruction that 

they get, it‟s them 

applying it individually.  

 

Proficiency in say, 

reading and writing, 

develops by practice, 

practice, practice. 

Repetition, repetition, 

repetition. 

[Kids become good 

readers, writers, and 

consumers of literature 

by] practice, practice, 

practice.  It is all 

practice, and then they 

need to see examples. 

Nature of knowledge in  I think language arts is a 

place that gives me a lot 

of freedom. I just sort of 

pull from what‟s going 

on, so how I decide is 

usually by what I‟m 

interested in at the time. 

You can teach reading 

and writing through any 

kind of content. 

In math or science, you 

have a set of knowledge 

you can just teach them: 

this is the fact, these are 

the things to learn, but in 

language arts, it‟s 

dealing with the world. 

What I think are the 

wonderful things that all 

human beings in the 

world need to know how 

to do. 

 



 231 

 

 

Table 5-1. Continued 

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about the Subject Area: Language Arts 

Goals and purposes of 

instruction 

I think it‟s about making 

them critical thinkers 

and equipping them to 

function in the world. 

 

The purpose of English 

is to learn how to 

communicate. 

My class is all about 

process. 

 

That is what it is all 

about - giving them tools 

to handle challenging 

text when we are not 

around. 

One of my goals is 

making kids think, 

having them question 

things. 

 

There‟s always a skill to 

work on and you can 

relate anything to what 

we‟re doing in language 

arts, really. 

I want to teach them to 

be good people.  

 

I want them to really 

respect literature and 

poetry. 

Beliefs about Students with Disabilities 

Ways students with 

disabilities struggle in 

language arts 

 Reading long 

texts 

 Organizing 

writing tasks 

 Understanding 

instructions 

 Sentence 

structure 

 Vocabulary 

 Handwriting 

 Spelling  

 reading stamina 

 higher level 

comprehension 

 staying focused. 

 

It‟s really hard to know, 

where does the reading 

deficit stop and the 

motivational issues 

begin? 

 Reading 

 finding the 

meaning 

 interacting with 

the text 

 remembering 

vocabulary 

words 

 takes her longer 

 Organization 

 

I believe [students with 

disabilities] struggle 

because they don‟t have 

the skills that allow them 

to take the next step. 

If he could just engage 

in the work and ask 

questions about it, just 

enough to get going, he 

wouldn‟t mind it as 

much. I think he‟s just 

been so reluctant to 

work for basically his 

school career that it‟s 

just sort of locked in. 

That‟s who he thinks it 

is: school is just not 

something that I do. 
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Table 5-1. Continued  

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about Students with Disabilities 

Needs of students with 

disabilities 

I have a student who 

struggles with his 

processing time, so I 

already know ahead of 

time that I‟m going to 

have to say the 

instructions slower, I‟m 

going to have to give 

him a little more time to 

do it, and I‟m going to 

have to check in with 

him. 

 

And practice, but 

practice with feedback 

because if you don‟t 

have any feedback, you 

don‟t know what you‟re 

doing wrong. 

 “endurance 

training” 

motivation 

 using data to 

drive instruction 

 strategy 

instruction 

 more attention 

and direction,  

 redirection 

 to actively 

remember to do 

their best 

 paying 

“deliberate 

attention” to 

individual 

students‟ 

progress 

Of all students, I think 

they have a great need to 

feel successful. I just 

think that success breeds 

success. 

 

check sheet for 

assignments 
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Table 5-1. Continued  

 Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

Beliefs about Students with Disabilities 

Nature of 

ability/disability 

There‟s so much 

variation in what you 

can create and see in 

language arts that there‟s 

no disability that 

prevents you from 

understanding and 

enjoying what I‟m trying 

to get across; it‟s very 

flexible, very workable.  

Kids who have 

paperwork are just, for 

whatever reason, they‟re 

just the ones who have 

paperwork.  There‟s 

nothing different about 

them. They‟re all 

disabled in some way 

and gifted in some way. 

background deficit vs. 

organic problems 

I believe they can still 

pass a class, but not 

always get the deeper 

meanings or the higher 

order thinking that we‟d 

like them to. 

The student‟s disability 

affects his involvement 

and progress in the 

general curriculum, 

because of his 

processing speed. 
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Table 5-2. Practices to Support Included Students with Disabilities Inventory 

Practices/Supports Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

     

Procedural     

Explain task multiple times, clarify directions X X  X  X  

Provide written instructions or study guides X X  X X  

Check individually that student understands task X   X  

Have student explain task in his own words X  X X  

Start the task with the student X    

Monitor progress during task completion X X  X  

Provide models or templates X   X  

Make parents aware of tasks that are due X   X  

Clarify what‟s important   X  

Pair with stronger student  X    

Minimize distractions  X    

Put directions on website    X  

     

Behavioral     

Check in logs X X  X  

Communicate with other teachers X X  X X  

Review student progress X X    

Review student attendance X    

Review student behavior X    

Communicate with parents X  X  X  X  

Informal talk with students  X  X   

Consult support staff    X  

Provide reminders on website    X  



 235 

Table 5-2. Continued 

Practices/Supports Maggie Dan Nora  Monica 

     

Affective/Psychological     

Build relationships with students, trust X   X  

Provide opportunities for student choice X X   X  

Work with student‟s strengths X   X  

Look for patterns of behavior that might 

indicated a problem 

X    

Pay deliberate attention X  X   

Collaborative groups   X   

Connect work to students‟ lives  X  X   

Track data to identify problems   X   

Flexibility with content   X   

Provide real world purpose for work  X  X    

Provide models    X  

     

Academic     

Scaffolding X  X  X  

Graphic organizers X  X   

Differentiation  X    

Varying intensity of instruction X X    

On-the-spot responsiveness X X  X   

Flexibility and Differentiation – vary content, 

products, process, due date 

X   X  X  

Shorten assignments and tests   X   

Retake quizzes and tests   X   

Study aids – flash cards, study guides   X   

Spiraling   X   

Strategy instruction  X    

Use of support staff or others in classroom X  X    

Use of data to build instruction  X    

Curriculum/unit/lesson design     

Use of centers  X    

Individual consultation X  X  X  X  

Provide models    X  

Collaborative groupings X  X  X  X  

External supports    X  
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Table 5-3. Key for Figure 5-3. 

 Regular font Bold font Bold and underlined font 

Frequency Intermittently  Weekly to monthly Daily 

Temporality Only during lesson During and after lesson Before, during, after lesson 

Duration Brief support Moderate support Extended support 

Consistency Provided intermittently Provided sometimes Provided every time 

Reliability Support and provision changed Support or provision changed Same support, same way 

Specificity Generalizable  Somewhat specific Highly specific  

Responsiveness Unresponsive to student/needs Somewhat responsive Highly responsive to needs 

Strength of rationale Weak or confusing Uneven  Clear 
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Figure 5-1. Diagram of grounded theory of negotiating support for included students with disabilities 

       Context       Consequences 

Supports/Practices 

   Subject    Student 

  Self 

Student Struggles 
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Figure 5-2. Photo of chart “Properties of Teachers‟ Beliefs.” The colors represent properties: red, strength; blue, specificity; and green, 

connectedness. The length of the legs corresponds to the intensity of the property: long is high intensity, medium length is 

medium intensity, and short is low intensity or no representation in the dataset. The center black dot represents the nature 

of the teacher‟s belief relative to the descriptions in the first column. Red legs have nothing at the end, green legs have a 

ball at the end, and blue legs have a serif. 
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Figure 5-2. Continued 
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Figure 5-2. Continued 
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Figure 5-2. Continued 
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Supports Frequency Temporality Duration Consistency Reliability Specificity Responsiveness Rationale 

Procedural         

Help student 

understand task 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Help student 

complete task 

M D N O 

 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Behavioral         

Part of school 

initiative 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Teacher‟s own 

initiative 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Psychological and 

Affective 

        

Motivational M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Emotional M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Academic         

Vary intensity M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Vary format of 

Instruction 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Increase explicitness 

of Instruction 

M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Instructional Aids M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Adjusting Process M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Adjusting Product M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Strategy Instruction M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O M D N O 

Note: The property specifications are descriptive and are not meant to be interpreted as measurements. The teachers are represented by 

their initials, except for Monica, who is represented by O (Maggie, Dan, and Nora). The key is explained in Table 5-3. 

Figure 5-3. Properties of Teachers‟ Practices to Support Included Students with Disabilities
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between secondary Language 

Arts teachers‟ beliefs related to supporting students with learning disabilities included in their 

classes and the supports they provided for those students. Through interviews and observations 

with participant teachers, I was able to explore teachers‟ beliefs about supporting students with 

disabilities in meeting the challenges of secondary level general education Language Arts 

classes, and how those beliefs were related to the ways they helped students with disabilities 

make progress towards instructional goals.   

Research questions included: 

1. How are secondary general education Language Arts teachers‟ beliefs related to the 

supports for learning they provide for students with disabilities included in their 

classes? 

2. What are the supports for learning secondary general education Language Arts 

teachers provide for students with learning disabilities included in their classes? 

3. What kinds of beliefs are related to teacher practice in the area of providing support 

for included students with disabilities? 

4. Are there discernible patterns in the relationships among teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices? 

To answer the research questions, I analyzed the dataset using procedures for developing 

grounded theory detailed in Chapter 3. Grounded theory analysis procedures culminated in a 

theory specified through the identification of relationships among the properties and dimensions 

of categories detailed in Chapter 5. The grounded theory of negotiating support for included 

students with disabilities in secondary language arts classes was explained through a visual 

model and a series of propositions. The model portrayed the relationships among the categories 

in the grounded theory; the propositions expressed specific relationships. The Causal Condition 

was that the student struggled or was expected to struggle within the Context. The Core 
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Phenomenon was Negotiating Support: teachers decided on Action/Interaction strategies to 

support students in their learning. Teachers‟ beliefs about themselves, the subject of language 

arts, and students with disabilities were Intervening Conditions that affected how they 

Negotiated Support and the Action/Interaction strategies they chose. Use of the strategies had 

Consequences. Depending on the Consequences, teachers either ceased Negotiating Support, or 

noticed the student continued to struggle and began Negotiating Support again. Each of the 

categories in the model interacted with the teachers‟ beliefs categories in a reciprocal way – 

teachers‟ beliefs influenced the other categories and the other categories influenced teachers‟ 

beliefs.  

 Five propositions about the relationships among the categories, dimensions, and 

properties of dimensions were derived from and grounded in the data. They are: 

Proposition 1: The nature of teachers‟ subject matter beliefs influenced the kinds of 

supports they provided for students with disabilities because subject matter beliefs exerted a 

strong influence on both the academic context for learning and the perceived needs of students 

with disabilities within that context.  

Proposition 2: The nature, strength, specificity and connectedness of teachers‟ beliefs 

about students with disabilities were related to the properties of teachers‟ practices to support 

included students with disabilities, including: the degree of responsiveness to students‟ needs, 

specificity of the supports, and the strength of the rationale for the supports provided. 

Proposition 3: Teachers‟ beliefs about the needs of students with disabilities were related 

to the kinds of supports provided. 

Proposition 4: Teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and responsibilities (beliefs about self) 

were related to the overall amount of support provided.  
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Proposition 5: The nature of teachers‟ epistemological beliefs about whether knowledge is 

transmitted or constructed was related to: a) the frequency with which they supported students 

with disabilities by allowing student choice, and b) the aids they provided to assist students with 

homework.  

Discussion 

The results of this study are significant for researchers seeking to understand the 

relationship between teachers‟ beliefs and practices, especially in the secondary school context. 

Prior to my study, only two studies (Moni, Jobling, van Kraayenoord, Elkins, Miller & 

Koppenhaver, 2007; Robinson, 2002) examined how general education teachers‟ beliefs were 

related to their practices for supporting students with learning disabilities included in their 

classes; both studies focused on teachers‟ beliefs about inclusion. In this study, several specific 

relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and practices to support students with disabilities 

included in their secondary level general education language arts classes were explained in the 

propositions, thus adding to the existing knowledge of the relationship between teachers‟ beliefs 

and practices. In addition, the grounded theory provides a model for investigating the 

relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and practices and a vocabulary for specifying the 

properties of teachers‟ beliefs and practices that may be useful in future research. Although there 

are several limitations to this study, the findings support and extend existing research and theory 

and have several implications for further research. In the following sections, I discuss links to the 

extant literature, limitations of the study and implications of the study.  

Grossman and Stodolsky (1995) said the school subject is an important context for and 

influence on the beliefs and practices of secondary school teachers. Other researchers in general 

education similarly found that teachers‟ beliefs about their subject domain were related to their 

instructional practices (Konopak, Wilson & Readance, 1994; Stipek, Givven, Salmon & 
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MacGyvers, 2001; Yerrick, Park & Nugent, 1997). Their findings were supported by the findings 

of this study and extended to include teachers‟ practices related to supporting students with 

disabilities included in general education classes: teachers‟ beliefs about the subject area of 

language arts were an important influence on what they expected students with disabilities would 

learn in their classrooms and how they supported them in meeting their instructional goals. 

Teachers‟ subject area beliefs influenced how they structured their classes and hence the 

demands they placed on students. Once they had placed particular demands, teachers provided 

supports that addressed those demands. Teachers perceived students‟ needs within the context of 

the tasks or goals they set, and the supports they provided were related to those goals. 

Furthermore, teachers‟ beliefs about how knowledge was gained within the subject domain 

influenced the supports they provided for students with disabilities, supporting and extending 

previous research on epistemological beliefs that showed teachers‟ epistemological beliefs 

influenced their practice for general education students (Brickhouse, 1990; Kang & Wallace, 

2004; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell & Lloyd, 1991; Thompson, 1984).  

This study also supported previous findings that general education teachers were favorably 

disposed to including students with disabilities (Baker & Zigmond, 1990; Schumm & Vaughn, 

1992; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996), and two were even willing to go beyond what they did for 

other students.  Two of the four teachers in this study planned specific supports for students with 

disabilities and were willing to provide extra support for them, unlike the teachers described in 

earlier studies (Baker & Zigmond; Schumm & Vaughn). Perhaps things have changed in the 15-

20 years since those studies were completed; it is not clear from my data why my findings were 

different. The difference may be associated with the four individuals that participated in my 

study, differences in how teachers might perceive their subject, differences in some general 
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education teachers‟ views of their responsibility for students with disabilities, differences in the 

context, or other unknown influences. It is interesting that of the two teachers who were willing 

to restructure instruction for students with disabilities, one was a relatively new teacher and the 

other had a background in reading intervention. 

Additionally, the findings in this study support previous research on elementary education 

teachers working with students with disabilities. Just as Jordan & Stanovich established in their 

2003 study, I found that teachers‟ beliefs about students with disabilities were related to their 

practices to support them. Beliefs about students with disabilities in this study were related to the 

kinds of support provided for them. This study also extends previous research by noting not only 

the nature of the teachers‟ beliefs, but also properties of teachers‟ beliefs such as the strength, 

specificity and connectedness of the beliefs. The properties of teachers‟ beliefs were related to 

the ways they provided support for included students with disabilities. Teachers‟ beliefs that 

were stronger, more specific and connected to other beliefs had clear relationships to their 

practice. 

Schumm, Vaughn, Haager, McDowell, Rothlein and Saumell (1995) reported that general 

education teachers varied in the degree to which they believed they were responsible for the 

learning of included students with disabilities. Their assertion was supported by the findings of 

this study. One teacher believed she was solely responsible and the other three believed students, 

and in the case of one teacher, parents, shared in the responsibility for student learning. 

Teachers‟ beliefs about the responsibility for student learning seem important to investigate 

further; in this study, those beliefs were related to the amount of support provided for students 

with disabilities.  



 

248 

 As Pajares (1992) found in his review of the literature on teachers‟ beliefs, I also found 

that teachers‟ beliefs seemed to be organized into systems. Beliefs were organized into 3 

categories, teachers‟ beliefs about: themselves, the subject area, and students with disabilities. 

Beliefs in each category for an individual teacher had similar properties, i.e., teachers‟ beliefs 

within each category were consistent in terms of strength, specificity and connectedness within 

each teacher, lending support to the idea that beliefs are organized into systems.  

 As in past research, interviews and observations seemed to provide an adequate way of 

gathering data about teachers‟ beliefs and practices. The recursive structure of the interviews 

seemed especially helpful in that it gave teachers multiple opportunities to consider and express 

their beliefs. In addition, the concept maps were revealing and also provided good impetus for 

reflection because the teachers talked aloud while they completed them.  

Limitations 

There were several limitations to this study. Most importantly, it was not possible to 

determine how context specific the grounded theory is. First, my study only involved four 

teachers providing language arts instruction. These same findings may not hold for other 

secondary language arts teachers or other secondary teachers providing instruction in 

mathematics, science, social studies, etc. Second, my study took place in one school, and unique 

features of that school context may make it difficult to generalize findings from this study to 

teachers in other secondary contexts. Rich descriptions of the teachers‟ beliefs and practices were 

provided to allow readers to judge for themselves how applicable the findings might be to 

another context.  

The propositions detailed relationships between only two of the grounded theory 

categories: teachers‟ beliefs and teachers‟ practices. Even though the theory included the context, 

the students, and the consequences of how teachers negotiated support for students with 
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disabilities, this study was focused tightly on the relationships between teachers‟ beliefs and 

practices and did not include extensive data-gathering on the other categories in the model that 

would enable conclusions to be drawn about relationships among them. 

All data were gathered from the teachers‟ perspectives, thus excluding the perspectives of 

other persons who may have significant influences on the model, such as: the special education 

support staff, administration, students, and parents. A better understanding of contextual 

influences would have been gained by interviewing more persons. In addition, gathering data on 

more students per teacher in a more systematic fashion may have contributed to a fuller 

description of how the students struggled, what their needs were, and what they believed about 

the ways teachers provided support to them.  

There was no examination of how effective teachers‟ practices were for supporting 

students with disabilities. The study focused on how teachers‟ beliefs were connected to their 

practices, and not on whether their practices were effective. The question of how teachers‟ 

beliefs are related to the use of effective practice, however, is an important one for future 

research.  

Finally, this study by its nature forced teachers to carefully consider their beliefs related to 

supporting students with disabilities. It is possible that teachers‟ beliefs and practices were 

influenced by the study itself. Teachers knew that their beliefs and practices for supporting 

students with disabilities were being examined. In addition, the interviews required teachers to 

reflect on their beliefs.  Teachers were repeatedly asked to make their beliefs explicit. Finally, 

my observations - for the express purpose of looking at practices to support students with 

disabilities -  may have influenced their beliefs and practices.  
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Implications 

This study has several implications for future research on the relationships between 

teachers‟ beliefs and practices. Most importantly, the findings underscore the importance of 

looking not only at the nature of teachers‟ beliefs, but also the strength, specificity and 

connectedness of specific beliefs. The properties of the teachers‟ beliefs affected how teachers 

addressed the needs of students with disabilities and investigating the relationships between the 

properties of teachers‟ beliefs and their practices seems to be warranted based on the findings of 

this study. Similarly, the consideration of teachers‟ practices in terms of properties that emerged 

from my data such as frequency, duration, and responsiveness to students‟ needs would enable 

researchers to provide multidimensional descriptions of teachers‟ practice. It is important for 

researchers to consider not only the nature of teachers‟ practices, but also the degree to which 

they used those practices. Further, researchers should consider some way of establishing the 

appropriateness of practices for teachers‟ goals and students‟ needs and how well practices are 

implemented. The focus of this study was to provide an understanding of how teachers‟ beliefs 

were related to their practices; future researchers should examine the degree to which the 

practices teachers select are indeed helpful to students with disabilities. This way, links between 

beliefs, practices, and the effectiveness of practices could be made.  

Researchers in special education have focused on developing effective interventions for 

students with disabilities.  Researchers have considered less often, however, how teachers select 

and implement interventions. Teachers varied considerably in terms of selection and 

implementation of supports in the data gathered for this study. Research on how to assist teachers 

in both selecting appropriate strategies and supports and developing structures for implementing 

such supports for students with disabilities within the secondary general education context seems 

warranted. The teachers were willing to provide extra help to their students with disabilities, but 
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they could not always overcome the limitations of the context. More research is needed on how 

to support teachers in incorporating effective interventions and learning how to do so within a 

context that traditionally has privileged undifferentiated whole class instruction.  

Teachers‟ subject area beliefs contributed substantially to the context they provided for 

teaching students with disabilities. Teachers had considerable latitude in interpreting the goals of 

their language arts classes, and the differences in their beliefs may have implications for 

outcomes for students with disabilities. Teachers‟ beliefs about the content area differed: two 

teachers emphasized skills, one emphasized content, and one emphasized immersion in literature. 

These beliefs affected the tasks they selected and the supports they provided. Investigating how 

content area beliefs affect supports and outcomes for students with disabilities seems like a 

promising avenue for research. The teachers‟ goals for students were rooted in their beliefs about 

the subject area, and they supported students mainly in meeting those goals. The two teachers 

that emphasized skills acquisition in this study provided supports that were more frequent, of 

longer duration, planned in advance and responsive to students‟ needs. Research connecting 

beliefs, supports provided and outcomes for students with disabilities seems productive, but in 

order to implement such studies, researchers will need to be able to quantify what are 

undoubtedly complex belief systems, as well as practices and student achievement.   

Why two teachers were able to provide such comparatively comprehensive support, 

however, was not clear. There are many possible influences on teachers‟ beliefs: life experiences, 

teacher preparation programs, and professional development, for example. Further research is 

warranted on the role various influences play in shaping secondary general education teachers‟ 

beliefs about working with students with disabilities. On a related note, research is necessary on 
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how teachers‟ existing beliefs might affect how they use what they have learned during teacher 

preparation or professional development.  

Furthermore, teachers‟ beliefs about their instructional roles affected the supports they 

provided. Specifically, two of the teachers believed that the provision of teacher-directed 

individual instruction that was planned and focused was part of their roles and two did not. The 

other two teachers took a more reactive approach, providing supports after students had 

difficulty. Why some teachers believed that they should and were able to take more proactive, 

planful, and focused approaches to educating students with disabilities is hard to determine based 

on this study.  

Finally, an urgent need in the current educational context is the development of a model for 

supporting students with disabilities within the secondary context. First, the field needs to come 

to agreement about what teachers need to know and be able to do to support students with 

disabilities within the secondary context. Second, structures need to be developed that ensure the 

systematic provision of that knowledge to teachers in the field and support for implementing it. 

In addition, the role of the special education teacher is in flux at the moment as more and more 

students spend more and more time in the general education classroom. Teachers in the study 

seemed unsure about how the special education support staff could support them or what their 

roles might be in implementing such support. Research is needed to inform policy decisions 

about how students with disabilities will be supported in this changing context and what kinds of 

structures for supporting both student and teacher learning would confer the most benefit to 

students. 
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APPENDIX A 

RECRUITMENT AND INFORMED CONSENT FORMS 

Recruitment and Informed Consent 

Hello, 

 

I am a student researcher in the Department of Special Education at the University of Florida. I 

am conducting a study to examine beliefs about teaching and learning of teachers for students 

with disabilities included in general education classes. The study is being conducted under the 

supervision of Dr. Mary T. Brownell. I am contacting you because you have been personally 

recommended to me as a teacher who is working with students with disabilities within a general 

education secondary Language Arts class. 

 

The investigation of this study focuses on attempting to answer the questions: (a) What are the 

kinds of beliefs about language arts held by teachers who teach inclusive classes? (b) What are 

the kinds of beliefs teachers of inclusive classes hold about the relationship between the content 

and students with disabilities? (c) What are teachers‟ beliefs about their roles and 

responsibilities?  And (d) how do beliefs shape practice? I am particularly interested in this area 

because teachers‟ beliefs have such a powerful impact on what teachers do and on how they 

learn.  

 

So many students with disabilities struggle to succeed in the general education curriculum, 

particularly at the secondary level. We need teachers with a high level of knowledge and 

expertise to address their needs. Teacher beliefs are important to whether and how teachers use 

what they know and also to how they learn. I decided to do this study because teacher beliefs 

about students with disabilities affect both knowledge and practice, but are not well understood.  

 

With your permission, I would like to invite you to participate in this research study.  Here are 

the details that will help you determine if you are interested in supporting my efforts. 

 

If you agree to participate you will be asked to: 

(a) Allow me to observe and videotape 4 or 5 instruction periods in your classroom, and 

to take detailed notes on the instruction you provide. 

(b) Participate in 4 or 5 30-40 minute interviews during which you will be asked 

questions concerning your beliefs about the teaching and learning of students with 

disabilities. The interviews will be recorded.  

(c) Provide me with documents such as lesson plans, instructional materials, and student 

work examples. 

(d) Draw a concept map that visually shows the relationships among ideas you raised in 

the interviews. 

(e) Complete a checklist, a data sheet, and 2 questionnaires. 

(f) Assist in the collection of parent and child consent forms. 

 

You are not required to answer any questions that you do not wish to answer. The interviewer 

will be taking notes throughout the interview, which will be recorded.  Your identity will be kept 

confidential to the extent provided by law. In order to protect your privacy and the privacy of 
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your employing institution, all names will be replaced with a code number or pseudonym. Only 

the principal investigator will have access to the audio recordings of the interviews. These 

recordings will be secured in a password protected computer and will be destroyed at the 

conclusion of the study. 

 

A decision to participate in this study is completely voluntary. You have the right to withdraw 

consent for your participation at any time without any consequence. I will be willing to discuss 

this study with you at any time and will answer any questions. There are no known risks or 

immediate benefits to the participation. There is no compensation for participating in the study, 

but a donation of $100 will be made to your classroom at the study‟s conclusion. 

 

For questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact the IRB at 352-392-0433.  

For other questions about this study, contact: 

 

 Mary Theresa Kiely 

 Department of Special Education 

 G-315 Norman Hall Gainesville, FL 32611-7050   

 Phone: 352-392-0701 ext. 282 or  305-304-4988 

 E-mail: mary.theresa.kiely@gmail.com 

Or 

 Mary T. Brownell, Ph.D.  

 Department of Special Education 

 G-315 Norman Hall Gainesville, FL 32611-7050   

 Phone: 352-392-0701 ext. 249 

 E-mail: mbrownell@coe.ufl.edu 

 

By agreeing, you are granting your consent to be a participant in this study. Would you be 

willing to support my efforts? 

 

YES, I agree to be in this study. 

 

__________________________ 

Participant Signature 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mbrownell@coe.ufl.edu
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Consent Form for Parents 

 

of  _______________________    _____________________________ 

Student name      Teacher‟s name 

 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 

 

I am a doctoral student in the Department of Special Education at the University of Florida and I 

would like to tell you about my research study that involves your child‟s teacher. The study is 

called: The Relationship between Secondary Language Arts Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices 

related to the Teaching and Learning of Included Students with Disabilities. Your child‟s teacher 

has agreed to participate in this study that will assist me in gaining new insights that may help 

improve education for students with disabilities. 

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the beliefs secondary teachers have about how to teach 

students with disabilities and how students with disabilities learn.  I am looking at classroom 

instruction in order to be able to ask the teacher questions about specific instructional decisions 

and I will be video taping his/her lessons to better understand the instruction.  The videotaping 

will not interrupt your child‟s learning and this study involves no risks or discomforts of any 

kind.  Children involved in our study will not receive any compensation. 

 

Results of this study are confidential to the extent provided by law. No one‟s name will be used 

or appear in any written work.  In addition, your child‟s participation in the study will not affect 

his or her grades or treatment at school.  Please note that you or your child may withdraw from 

the research study at any time without penalty.  

 

If you would like to give permission for your child to participate, please sign the attached letter 

under the word YES. If you wish to refuse participation there is also a space to sign.  If you have 

any questions, please contact Mary Theresa Kiely at G-315 Norman Hall, Gainesville, FL 32611.  

You may also call (352) 392-0701 or email mtkny@ufl.edu.  Questions or concerns about 

participants‟ rights may be directed to UFIRB Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, 

Gainesville, Florida 32611, (352) 392-0433. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Mary Theresa Kiely 

Teacher‟s Name: ___________________________ 

 

 

I have read the attached letter. I have received a copy of this description and hereby give consent 

for       

 

 

 ________________________________________________________ 

(child‟s name)  

 

mailto:mtkny@ufl.edu
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to be videotaped. 

 

 

YES, I will allow my child to participate in this study. 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Parent/Guardian       Date 

 

 

 

 

NO, I refuse to allow my child to participate in this study. 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Parent/Guardian       Date 
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      ____________________________ 

     Teacher‟s Name 

Child Assent Script 

 

Good afternoon, children. Please follow along as I read this form to you. 

 

I am conducting a research study as part of my doctoral degree study at the University of Florida. 

I am looking at how your teacher helps students learn. To help me understand what she is doing, 

I will be videotaping her teaching so I can look at it again, and looking at some examples of 

student work so I can see how she helps students improve. You may appear in the tape, or your 

work may be selected as an example of student work. 

 

You can decline to participate without penalty of any kind. There is no benefit for participating. 

 

Do you agree to participate in my study? Please circle yes or no, and write or sign your name on 

the line. 

 

Yes 

 

 ___________________________________ 

 (your name) 

 

 

 

No, I do not want to participate. 

 

 

 

________________________________ 

 (your name) 
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Script/Letter to Solicit Teacher Recommendations 

Hello, 

 

I am a student researcher in the Department of Special Education at the University of Florida. I 

am conducting a study to examine the beliefs of secondary Language Arts teachers of students 

with disabilities included in general education classes.  

 

The study focuses on the following questions: (a) What kinds of beliefs about the teaching and 

learning of students with disabilities are held by general education secondary Language Arts 

teachers? (b) What kinds of beliefs do these teachers hold about their roles and responsibilities 

related to students with disabilities in their classes? And (c) How are these beliefs related to 

practice? 

 

I am particularly interested in this area because teacher‟s beliefs have such a powerful impact on 

what teachers do and on how they learn. So many students with disabilities struggle to succeed in 

the general education curriculum, particularly at the secondary level. We need teachers with a 

high level of knowledge and expertise to address their needs. I decided to do this study because 

teacher beliefs about students with disabilities affect both knowledge and practice, but are not 

well understood. 

 

With your permission, I would like to invite teachers at your school to participate in this research 

study.  Here are the details that will help you determine if you are interested in supporting my 

efforts. 

 

Participating teachers will be asked to: 

(a) Allow me to observe, videotape, and take detailed notes on 4 or 5 instructional 

periods.  

(b) Participate in 4 or 5 30-40 minute interviews concerning their beliefs about students 

with disabilities and the experiences that contributed to those beliefs. The interviews 

will be tape-recorded.  

(c) Provide me with documents such as copies of lesson plans, instructional materials, 

and anonymous student work. 

(d) Draw a concept map that visually shows the relationships among ideas raised in the 

interviews. 

(e) Complete a checklist, a data sheet, and 2 questionnaires. 

(f) Assist in the collection of parent and child consent forms. 

 

The identity of the district, school and teachers will be kept confidential. In order to protect the 

privacy of all concerned, all names will be replaced with a code number or pseudonym. There is 

no compensation for participating in the study, but a donation of $100 will be made to teachers‟ 

classrooms at the study‟s conclusion.  

 

For the study‟s participants, I am looking for Language Arts teachers that you or another 

knowledgeable person at your school would recommend as being a more effective instructor for 

the students with disabilities included in their general education classes. These teachers do not all 

have to be in your school.  
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If you do decide to support my research efforts, I would like to know what teachers you can 

recommend at your school, or, who else at your school I could talk to for a recommendation. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Mary Theresa Kiely 

 

 

For questions about this study, contact: 

 

 Mary Theresa Kiely 

 Department of Special Education 

 G-315 Norman Hall Gainesville, FL 32611-7050   

 Phone: 352-392-0701 ext. 282 or  305-304-4988 

 E-mail: mary.theresa.kiely@gmail.com 

Or 

 Mary T. Brownell, Ph.D.  

 Department of Special Education 

 G-315 Norman Hall Gainesville, FL 32611-7050   

 Phone: 352-392-0701 ext. 249 

 E-mail: mbrownell@coe.ufl.edu 

mailto:mbrownell@coe.ufl.edu
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Interview One 

The Pathognomic-Interventionist Beliefs Interview (Stanovich & Jordan, 2003) 

By the end of the interview, five topics will be covered in whatever sequence they arose in 

the dialogue.  The interview focuses on the teachers‟ experiences and interactions with one 

student with disabilities that is struggling with the curriculum. The initial probe is:  

Tell me about your experiences over the course of the school year with one of your 

students with disabilities who is struggling with the curriculum. The topics are:  

1. 1. initial concerns about and assessments of the student, (collecting data and 

observations, gathering information from previous teachers, school records and 

parents, conducting informal assessment) 

2. 2. instructional programming, (modifying curriculum, making accommodations in 

instructional and evaluation techniques),  

3. 3. monitoring and reviewing student progress, (provisions for formative evaluation, 

working with the in-school team), 

4. 4. communication with staff, (whether and for what purpose the teacher collaborates 

with colleagues and resource staff about the student, whether programs are 

coordinated with those offered by resource personnel), and  

5. 5. communication with parents (how often and for what purpose the teacher 

communicates with/reports to the student's parents).  

Interviewees will be prompted to provide information about the 5 topic areas as necessary. 

An example probe might be: 

Were you able to consult with any other school staff about the difficulties your student 

experiences? 
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Interview Two 

Interview Two is a semi-structured interview in two parts that will take place after 

Interview One.  In Part One, teachers will be prompted to explain their rationale for selected 

statements from Interview One.  

For example, if the teacher reports during Interview One that at the beginning of the school 

year she went to great lengths to obtain records and data pertaining to a specific student, in 

Interview Two I might ask the following questions: 

1. Why did you put so much effort into obtaining the records? 

2. How did you know that you should get the records? 

3. Did you obtain records for any other students? Why? 

4.  Did you have any past experiences that underscored the importance of obtaining 

student records early in the year? 

5. How/were the records helpful? 

Decisions or actions for discussion will be selected based on my assessment of the 

probability that they will provide a substantial basis for discussion.  

 In Part Two, participants will be asked about various beliefs. The protocol is as follows:  

Inform the participant: “This interview focuses on eliciting your beliefs about the content 

area and your roles and responsibilities relative to students with disabilities. If at any time in the 

interview you think of something that seems important, please feel free to interrupt your 

responses to the planned questions.” Questions: 

1. 1. Describe your beliefs about Language Arts. What kinds of statements could you 

make about your content area that begin: I believe . . . .? How is your content area 

structured? What does it include? How do you decide what to teach? How do you 

plan lessons, ie, in terms of time period, selection of content and materials, decisions 

about pacing? 

2. 2. How well are students with disabilities able to perform within the Language Arts 

curriculum? What kinds of difficulties do they have? How well are you able to help 
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students overcome those challenges? How might Language Arts be harder or easier 

for students with disabilities than other subjects?  

3. 3.  What are your roles and responsibilities relative to the students with disabilities in 

your classes? How do you figure out the needs of your students with disabilities and 

how to address them? What steps do you take when a student doesn‟t make the 

progress you were hoping to see? 

4. 4. What kinds of supports are available to you to help support your instruction of 

students with disabilities here at the school? Do you think more support should be 

available? What form would that take?  

5. 5. What experiences in your life do you think have contributed to your knowledge, 

ideas, or beliefs about students with disabilities? 
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Interview Three 

This interview will concern topics for discussion selected from previous interview and 

observations for the purpose of firming up (a) the emergent theory, (b) understandings about the 

teacher‟s practice or rationales, and/or (c) the relationship of beliefs to practice. Questions may 

be framed to investigate any of those three areas or the relationships among them. At the end of 

this interview, participants will complete the checklist of inclusive practices and the two 

questionnaires detailed below. Questions about practice might include items such as: 

1. On Tuesday, I noticed that you broke the students into several groups. Why? 

2. How did you determine who went in what groups?  

3. Do students often work groups? Why/why not? 

4. Do students stay in the same groups for a period of time? Why/why not? 

5. Does this practice enhance instruction for students with disabilities? How? 

6. Can you show me examples of the work they did?  

7. How did the group technique make a difference for {student}? Did s/he make 

progress, master the objective? How can you tell? 

8. How did you know to use this technique? 

9. How is your use of this technique consistent with your beliefs about [communication, 

etc, something from previous interviews] OR before, you said that you believed 

individual mastery of curriculum goals by each student is critical to their future 

success. Is this inconsistent with group work?  

10. How do you grade work done in groups? Why? 
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Interview Four 

Interview Four will entail participants‟ examination and discussion of my preliminary 

analysis of the data to ensure I have not misrepresented their ideas. Discussion will center on 

clarification of the emerging representation of their beliefs. During this interview, participants 

will draw a concept map to represent the relationships among major ideas elicited in the 

interviews and observations. 
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APPENDIX C 

TEACHER DATA SHEET 

Name and Room #  

Email address  

Phone number  

Certification area(s)  

Degree areas, levels, and 

institutions 

 

 

Number of years teaching 

(total) 

 

Number of years teaching at 

your school 

 

Number of years teaching 

Language Arts 

 

Number of years teaching 

Language Arts at your school 

 

Have you taught any other 

preps or subjects? Please 

describe. 

 

Number of years teaching in 

an inclusive setting 

 

How many courses have you 

completed related to students 

with disabilities or special 

education? Please describe. 

 

How many hours of 

workshops or professional 

development related to 

students with disabilities or 

special education have you 

completed? Please describe. 

 

How many hours per week do 

you spend in consultation with 

a special educator at your 

school discussing your 

students? 
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Schedule and Students 

Period Room Class Title Grade 

Level 

Number 

of 

Students 

Number of 

Students 

with 

Disabilities 

Any comments you‟d 

like to make about the 

class or students 
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