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Abstract 
 

This qualitative inductive study of pre-service 

secondary English teachers (PSETs) focuses on ways 

PSETs think about teaching writing, the kinds of 

stories they draw on when learning to teach writing 

and what role, if any, do these stories play in their 

storied responses during a methods course 

experience. This study encompasses a convenience 

sample of four pre- service secondary English 

teachers’ (PSETs) learning, teaching, and writing 

instruction experiences in their Language and 

Literacy methods course (LLED XXX). Most 

preservice secondary teachers (PSETs) have their 

definition of writing instruction and set out 

expectations as English teachers before they enter 

their teaching training programs. Yet at some point 

during their methods course experience, these 

expectations seem to change. Findings indicate that 

PSETs draw on contrasted stories of past and 

present experiences in one of three thematic 

categories: stories about a beloved teacher, about 

writing, and about authenticity. They identify, invoke 

and note contrasts between their own learning 

experiences as students, the beliefs they had come to 

hold about writing instruction and their set out 

expectations as English teachers via methods 

courses and preteaching experiences. PSETs storied 

responses about their writing process and writing 

instruction depicted a causal relationship 

characterized as one of mediation and self-discovery. 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Most pre-service secondary English teachers 

(PSETs) have their definition of writing instruction 

before they enter their teaching training programs. 

They feel they have a clear understanding of their 

responsibilities and have set out expectations as 

English teachers. Yet at some point during their 

methods course experience, these expectations seem 

to change.  

According to Petraglia [39] “changes in human 

behavior and consciousness, individual or collective, 

are mediated by other human beings through the use 

of tools”. These tools can be symbols or artifacts 

loaded with meaning. PSETs have had exposure to 

many texts and “historically situated” experiences 

and interactions, thus encountering internal 

transformations that in turn influence their 

understandings of writing instruction and teaching 

expectations. Vygotsky’s [46] “zone of proximal  

 

 

development,” is where ions that in turn influence 

their understandings of writing instruction and 

teaching expectations.  

Social constructivist views such as Lev 

Vygotsky’s stress that group learning and peer 

collaboration is useful [46]. Tools derived 

historically and culturally for the development of 

higher thinking skills mediate effective writing 

instruction and writing. Vygotsky’s Mind in Society 

[47] identifies the distinction prevalent between tools 

as a means of labor of mastering nature, and 

language as a means of social intercourse and how 

they become dissolved in the general concept of 

artifacts learners engage in tasks with the aid of peers 

or any tools that improve language learning. Poehner 

[40] referenced how Vygotsky and his colleagues 

accepted Marx’s crucial insight that “human beings 

shape and are shaped by their environments through 

concrete activity mediated by physical tools” [34]. 

The tools transform the world where the use of tools 

is an active and creative process. The physical and 

psychological tools enable PSETs to predict the 

results of certain actions. PSETs would be acting in 

intentional and purposeful manners. Finally, these 

physical tools acquire meaning as they converge with 

psychological tools. The relations and ideas in 

psychological tools become internalized and these 

tools are transformed for thinking, learning and 

writing. These tools (writing experiences and PSETs’ 

stories) offer PSETs a set of affordances that impact 

how they will act in their teaching and learning 

environment, thus transforming their environment 

and themselves.  

For PSETs, incorporating writing experiences in 

their methods courses that are related to their 

interests and concerns and made pertinent to their 

field of study may lead to the acquisition of 

knowledge and the enhancement of writing 

instruction. Effective instruction promotes active and 

meaningful learning. 

 

2. Narrative pedagogy 
 

As Connelly and Clandinin suggest, the retelling 

and rewriting of teachers’ stories might conceivably 

lead to awakenings, transformations, and quite 

possibly changes in teachers’ school and classroom 

practices [14]. By writing their own personal and 

professional lives in narrative form, teachers may 

reveal their own sense of agency that illustrates the 

extent to which they, as educators, can use, modify 
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and claim their lived experiences as their own 

meanings that matter most to them. In fact, what 

narrative inquiry manifests is that the combined 

circulation of experiences and ideas mediated 

through personal agency with a learning community 

in essence results in a collective portrait of the 

complexities of school and classroom practices [7], 

[14], [60], [63].  

The use of descriptive narratives of school 

experiences can initiate the kinds of conversations 

and research that is imperative for teacher 

development and implicit in the everyday trials and 

tribulations present in educational institutions. 

Moreover, the constant interplay of multiple and 

often, conflicting professional and personal 

narratives generate significant educational reflective 

and critical research [7]. 

The study of narrative pedagogy – as indicative 

in the research on reflective practice, life history and 

autoethnography – has its origins in the collection of 

interpretive ‘thick descriptions’ as developed by 

anthropologists and others [26], [30]. They have also 

developed a sociocultural approach to pedagogy. 

Barkhuzien, Benson, and Chik noted that the use 

of written narrative for understanding pedagogy has 

emerged as a common methodolgy in the field of 

teacher studies [2]. In particular, educational theorist 

and practitioners have noted the use of qualitative 

data in shaping teacher knowledge has become more 

and more prevalent in academic studies [3], 

[31],[48],[59],[44]. Golombeck & Johnson 

underscored how qualitative research is most 

positioned to reveal how ‘teachers come to know, as 

well as what they come to know, [32], p. 312). 

Narrative pedagogy aims to explore how 

individuals, and in this case, teachers develop their 

intercultural knowledge and its influence in shaping 

their future role and practice as teachers; it is 

concerned with teachers’ holistic attitude towards 

knowledge and its relationship to practice [12]. 

Narrative inquiry recognizes that teacher 

storytelling is a valid research tool. It acknowledges 

that research can be conducted from different 

perspectives – administrator, teacher, and learner – 

and that each inquiry and response is valid in and of 

itself. The acknowledgment of different viewpoints 

reminds researchers that any narrative is a ‘partial 

telling,’ and that recognition of these perceptions are 

essential to understanding narrative inquiry. 

The current approaches to teacher education 

reflect a ‘social view of knowledge creation that 

stresses its highly situated, relational, active and 

experiential nature’; knowledge is recognized as a 

‘contextualized part of specific relationships, 

cultures and situations [36]. This social 

constructionist view of teacher knowledge expects 

that teachers and/or practitioners will bring their 

previous knowledge and experience to new learning 

situations, and ‘to ground experience in theory [7]. 

Thus, prospective teachers engage in not a 

onetime process of training and intermittent staff 

development, but active life-long professional 

studies which requires opportunities for teachers to 

link prior knowledge to new understandings through 

reflective practice. The cultivation and edification of 

reflective teachers and teaching, ‘has to be imbued 

with ideas of self-evaluation, inquiry into practice 

and critical exploration of practice and experience set 

against theoretically sound principles, in order to 

make judgement about teaching and learning,” [25]. 

Teacher development is a life-long process. 

When seeking to develop professional competencies, 

the benefits associated with practice-oriented 

knowledge are predicated on the notion that teacher 

self-improvement and empowerment develop 

through narration, reflection and self-expression 

[10]. Life stories represent the outward articulation 

of a teacher’s inner scrutiny. Using autobiography as 

pedagogy, contends that a particular teacher’s 

narrative demonstrates that belief or life value is 

worthwhile for professional learning. 

 

3. How stories reflect development of 

teachers 
 

Life history approaches are widely used in the 

study of teachers’ lives and of teachers’ thinking and 

personal and professional development (Carter 

[5],[6],[11],[13], ,[14 [20]; [ 33]; [48]. Life history 

approaches include using teachers’ narratives, 

autobiographies, and other forms of writing in 

teacher education [1], [12], [15], [18], [19], [24], 

[34], [40], [42], [35]. 

Life history and narrative research are not 

necessarily seen as different approaches but the 

description of the quality of the studied experience is 

interpreted differently in each [14]. Narrative, as an 

approach, centers on understanding personal 

experience. This understanding of personal 

experience extends to the way teachers make 

meaning of the experience lived and shared. 

According to Miller [49], the idea of using narrative 

in teacher education was pioneered by Jean 

Clandinin and Michael Connelly. For them, narrative 

is not only the texts we read, but also a way to think 

about teaching and learning as well as research into 

teaching and learning [7]. 

Narratives are examined in order to learn how to 

appreciate the wider context of PSETs’ lives to 

understand their narrative accounts, and how these 

personal stories can illustrate their teacher 

development and teacher identity formation. 

Reissman [41] suggests, that the reported narrative 

form arguably gives stories more power than even 

the resistant subversive acts. Telling the story 

“makes the moment live beyond the moment”. 

According to Miller [49], many teacher educators 

use narrative to better understand how our personal 
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experiences impact what we believe about teaching 

and how we engage in practice. In this study, even 

though the researcher did not set out to collect 

preservice secondary English teachers’ (PSETs) 

narratives, the emerging stories were salient as data 

was reviewed. The researcher revisited data and 

identified the crucial role stories occupied in regards 

to PSETs’ responses. It was through these narratives 

that PSETs shared their learning, experiences, 

identity and conflicts while shaping their 

understandings of their teacher development. 

 

4. Purpose of study 

 
This qualitative inductive study of pre-service 

secondary English teachers (PSETs) in the methods 

course focused on how they think about the teaching 

of writing, kinds of stories they draw on when 

learning to teach writing and what role, if any, do 

these stories play in their storied responses during a 

methods course experience.  

In this study, stories were selected as the unit of 

analysis because these narratives produce, elicit, or 

express the phenomenon under investigation. One 

primary observation was the triadic nature of these 

stories. PSETs’ stories were about their student 

experiences, past and present teacher experiences, 

and experiences as pre-service secondary English 

teachers (PSETs). These stories were enhanced by a 

dichotomous nature of the PSETs’ roles as young 

adult students (that still engage in writing activities) 

and pre- service educators (teaching writing). PSETS 

were also aware of these two identities, and 

recognized a potential relationship between their 

‘actual’ behavior and perceptions about the 

intentions or beliefs surrounding their actions. 

The functional system where PSETs engaged in 

common tasks was the classroom setting. 

This setting consisted of PSETs, teacher 

educator, common tasks, and words that make 

meaning while “mediating the interaction” Engstrӧm 

[17]. This mediation involved history and culture 

that was embedded within each activity, story, and 

was distinctive of each PSET. 

 

5. Research questions 
 

What stories do pre-service secondary English 

teachers (PSETs) draw on when learning to teach 

writing? 

What role, if any, do these stories play in their 

storied responses during a methods course 

experience? 

 

6. Views on teaching writing 
 

Writing is a challenging task, and teaching how 

to write is a process. Emig [16] emphasized how 

writing compared to speech is a much slower process 

that develops gradually by changes. These changes 

are encouraged by connecting events or experiences 

of the past, present, and future to the different 

meanings they may have in the writers’ lives. 

“Writing is epigenetic, with the complex 

evolutionary development of thought steadily and 

graphically visible and available throughout as a 

record of the journey” [16]. PSETs engage in the 

teaching of writing by developing their ability to 

make meaning of experiences and connect these to 

their social environment. 

Lortie [35] further found that teachers have a 

difficult time overcoming past images from their 

own schooling and teaching, and therefore might 

have a limited view of learning. Thus pre-service 

students might replicate teaching methods they 

experienced as students without understanding their 

teachers’ goals in using them. Grossman & Richert 

[28] found that pre- service teachers often rely on 

their memories of themselves as students to 

anticipate what their own students will be like, using 

“their memories of their interests and abilities in a 

particular subject matter to inform their knowledge 

of student understanding in that area”. 

For Kennedy [32], Darling-Hammond [11], and 

North [38] teacher educators and teaching practices 

are affected by experiences, assumptions, attitudes, 

prior beliefs, and duration of teacher education 

programs. Kennedy’s studies [32] established a link 

between teachers’ beliefs about teaching writing and 

their own experience with writing. Her research 

concluded that “the brevity of teacher programs, 

participants’ prior beliefs regarding teaching and 

writing, and a minimum amount of programs with 

coherent vision of teaching do not change 

participants’ beliefs about learning, writing, and 

teaching” [32]. Kennedy [32] established the need 

for teacher education programs that provide 

opportunities where pre-service English teachers 

“rethink the assumptions they bring with them from 

their childhood”.  

Darling-Hammond [11] reiterated these ideas 

throughout her research. Her studies posited how 

“teacher educators need to find ways to help teachers 

temper their initial ideas about the teaching of 

writing with new ideas about the teaching of 

writing”. Her studies further develop and help 

contextualize North’s [38] description of how 

teaching practices are passed down. North explained 

how teaching practices are often passed from one 

generation to another through conversations or the 

interaction and exchange of knowledge and 

pedagogical practices amongst teachers. These 

studies and research frame the researcher’s concerns 

with pre-service secondary English teachers learning 

to teach writing.  

In Answering Your Questions about Teaching 

Writing: A Talk with Donald Graves [26], Graves 
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states: “Twenty-four of our states don’t even offer a 

course of writing for a teacher-intraining to take”. 

Graves stated this in 1996, and nineteen years later 

there are more courses attending teaching writing, 

but there are still gaps. Precisely, this is one of the 

greatest problems for PSETs because in- service 

workshops would not sufficiently meet their need of 

getting well prepared to teach writing. “Writing 

represents a unique mode of learning- not merely 

valuable, not merely special, but unique” [16]. It is 

through learning how to teach writing that PSETs 

gauge writing as an active process of generating 

ideas, exploring and reinforcement. Emig [16] had 

previously reported in The Composing Processes of 

Twelfth Graders how “school- sponsored writing 

experienced by older American secondary students is 

a limited, and a limiting experience”. PSETs would 

be exposing students to writing experiences that 

move them from passive learners to learners that 

generate ideas, observations, and emotions. The 

product of this process is visible and permits review, 

intervention, and modification of knowledge as it is 

learned and put into a framework (Emig [16]; 

Fulwiler [20]; Tomlinson [45]. Flower and Hayes 

[18] further followed Emig’s work by using “think 

aloud” to establish the difference between proficient 

and less-proficient writers. Students were able to 

articulate their thought as they wrote, thus enabling 

the researchers to determine that proficient writers 

were overly aware of their audience versus 

lessproficient writers who did not invest too much 

time thinking about their audience. When looking at 

writing in their studies, Flower and Hayes [18] 

posited the following: there is a difference between 

the composing processes between writers, writing 

can be perceived as a problem-solving activity, goals 

must be set and direct composing, and the composing 

process is interconnected. 

All of these eventually became tenets of the 

writing process movement. Through writing 

instruction courses the teaching of writing is 

reinforced. PSETs practice writing and teaching 

writing as a mode of learning. 

The teaching of writing requires knowledge of 

how the demands of writing vary depending upon the 

nature of the task, audience, and genre, among other 

factors. Lack of this knowledge among teachers may 

help explain why writing instruction too often 

reduces the writing process to a lock-step series of 

discrete stages [27]. 

 

7. Method 
 

According to Strauss and Corbin [44], the 

inductive design is evident in several types of 

qualitative data analyses, especially grounded theory. 

The data was analyzed inductively because the 

researcher did not search out data or evidence to 

prove or disprove hypotheses before beginning this 

study. 

When looking and coding data, the researcher 

used a grounded theory analytical approach. The 

researcher allowed concepts to emerge rather than 

approaching with a lens already in hand. In 1967, 

Glaser and Strauss [22] first introduced grounded 

theory. Glaser defined grounded theory as a theory 

based “on the systematic generating of theory from 

data that in itself is systematically obtained from 

social research”. Strauss and Corbin’s [43] definition 

of grounded theory further explicated how data 

collection continuously evolves new questions for 

the analysis. This definition is clear and concise. 

For this study’s purpose, Glaser and Strauss’ [22] 

grounded theory was enhanced with Charmaz’s [6] 

definition for grounded theory method. For Charmaz 

[6], “grounded theory methods consist of systematic, 

yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing 

qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ in 

the data themselves”. The goal of a grounded theory 

study is to “demonstrate relations between 

conceptual categories and to specify the conditions 

under which theoretical relationships emerge, 

change, or are maintained” Charmaz [5]. The goal of 

using grounded theory in this research was not to 

establish relationships but to uncover some of those 

relationships that can exist between stories PSETs 

draw on. 

Using a grounded theory analytical approach to 

code data, enabled the researcher to initially code 

data line- by-line, compare categories and stories 

(story lines), revisit data and compare it to emergent 

data, question the theoretical categories data 

indicated, and constantly compare categories with 

one another in order to uncover relationships and 

possible groupings. In this study researchers did not 

seek to identify an emerging theory, nor was it 

evident through the continuous interplay between 

analysis and data collection, therefore this study is 

not a grounded theory research. 

Using grounded theory to code data contributed 

to the qualitative inductive design of this study 

because frequently reported clear patterns, codes and 

categories were revealed and used in the data 

analysis. This aided the researcher’s understanding 

of PSETs’ contrasting past and present experiences 

and stories. 

Data was collected and coded while providing 

further understanding to the main concerns involved 

in the following questions: (1) What stories do 

PSETs draw on when learning to teach writing? (2) 

What role, if any, do these stories play in their 

storied responses during a methods course 

experience? 

These research questions were examined based 

on PSETs’ storied responses to artifacts, specifically 

the interview, reflections, and stories. 
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A connection and contrast between stories of past 

and present experiences was established. Experience 

and or experiences were defined according to 

PSETs’ contextual realities (see Table 2). This was 

followed by a discussion of the results of themes 

related to stories (see Table 1). The researcher then 

moved to different forms of storytelling prevalent in 

PSETs’ stories in the methods course perceived as 

invitations elicit reflection and differences between 

approaches previously learned and writing as a 

process. PSETs’ responses were incorporated to the 

interview to further explore PSETs’ reaction toward 

their stories (see Table 1).  

The focus of the analyses was on stories PSETs 

told. Telling or sharing teacher stories was one way 

for pre- service secondary English teachers (PSETs) 

to gain insight of ideas, issues, and concerns 

prevalent in their narratives (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Frequency of stories 

 

 
 

PSETs revisited an event or a series of events 

while exploring issues and concerns particular to 

teaching experiences. As PSETs shared their stories, 

they analyzed and interpreted their pedagogical 

beliefs, practices and expectations. It was through 

this telling of their stories that PSETs made sense 

and preserved experiences while sharing their own 

writing process and writing instruction. 

 

8. Conclusions 
 

The research questions were examined based on 

PSETs’ storied responses to the interview (see 

Appendix A). A connection and contrast between 

stories of past and present experiences was 

established. Experience and or experiences were 

defined according to PSETs’ contextual realities. 

This was followed by a discussion of the results of 

themes related to stories. 

Telling or sharing teacher stories was one way for 

pre-service secondary English teachers (PSETs) to 

gain insight of ideas, issues, and concerns prevalent 

in their narratives (see Table 1). 

A primary way individuals make sense of 

experience is by casting it in narrative form (Bruner 

[4], Gee [21]; Mishler [37]. In the stream of 

consciousness involved in the telling of stories, 

PSETs reflected, remembered, revisited and (re) 

discovered the feelings associated with the 

experience lived or recollected (See Table 2). The 

expression of feelings through this narrativization 

not only ‘talked’ about past events or actions, but 

how PSETs (storytellers) understood the actions and 

how they chose to express feelings aroused by the 

meaning attributed to the action or experience (see 

Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Final themes for analysis in research 

Questions 1 and  2 

 

 
 

Through teacher stories PSETs encountered a 

process of self-discovery and growth in multiple 

ways. Jalongo [41] identified five significant ways in 

which teacher stories contribute to self-discovery and 

growth. “Teachers’ stories invite reflective practice, 

chronicle growth and change, promote the “ethic of 

caring”, help teachers to find their voice, and 

enhance cross-cultural understandings”. Talking and 

sharing their stories helped PSETs understand 

themselves, revisit their previous experiences with 

teachers and teaching, and raise questions about 

teachers, teaching and their expectations. PSETs’ 

stories are topic-centered a narratives. Kohler-

Reissman [45], defines topic- centered narratives as 

stories that are snapshots of past events and are 

linked thematically. Data presented stories of past 

and present events; these were thematically coded, 

categorized and reexamined using experience as an 

overarching theme. 

This study’s research questions asked: (1) What 

stories do pre-service secondary English teachers 

(PSETs) draw on when learning to teach writing? (2) 

From What role, if any, do these stories play in their 

storied responses during a methods course 

experience? From analysis related to this question, 

several findings emerged. 

 

8.1. Finding 1 
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PSETs draw on contrasted stories of past and 

present experiences in one of three thematic 

categories: stories about a beloved teacher, stories 

about writing, and stories about authenticity (see 

Table 2). As indicated by data, PSETs in this study 

most often identified and described experiences 

through three key words that appeared again and 

again across the data set. Each of these words 

portrayed a theme. 

After a seventh, eighth, and ninth pass of the data 

set, the three key words (themes) remained as 

descriptors of PSETs’ experiences throughout their 

stories. PSETs told stories about beloved teachers, 

writing, and authenticity. As they told stories of 

contrasted past and present experiences, these stories 

took one of three forms. Some of the different forms 

of telling stories employed by PSETs were sharing 

informed incidents, disclosing uncertainties, and/ or 

beliefs. 

 

8.2. Finding  2 
 

PSETs invoked different forms of telling their 

stories where they identified and noted contrasts 

between their own learning experiences as students 

and the beliefs they had held about writing 

instruction and their set out expectations as English 

teachers via methods courses and pre-teaching 

experiences. These stories confirmed what Flyvbjerg 

[24] described in his work about case studies and 

narrative; namely, that “good narratives typically 

approach the complexities and contradictions of real 

life” (p. 306). While working with their interview, 

PSETs identified contrasted storied past and present 

experiences and were able to reflect on the 

complexities and contrasted view that each story 

brought into the formation of their teaching identity, 

pedagogical practices, and beliefs. 

 

8.3. Finding  3 
 

PSETs’ storied responses about their writing 

process and writing instruction depicted a causal 

relationship between their writing processes and how 

they teach writing (writing instruction). PSETs 

describe this process as a recursive one where these 

causal relationships are revisited and depicted as one 

of understanding and /or coming to terms with how 

their writing process plays an integral part of their 

writing instruction. PSETs characterized this process 

as one of mediation. Their storied responses about 

their writing process and instruction had a mediating 

role. 

 

9. Implications 
 

When PSETs revisited contrasted past and 

present experiences, teacher educators were provided 

with insights as to the teacher-student interaction. If 

teacher educators provided or fostered invitations or 

activities throughout the methods courses where 

PSETs were exposed to reflective and reflexive 

practices and narrative writings, PSETs could 

acknowledge, analyze and interpret their 

experiences. 

These invitations (interview/ reflections) should 

foster opportunities where PSETs can enhance their 

ability to reflect on their lessons, articulate their 

pedagogical beliefs, values and practices while 

participating of academic discussions, and critically 

reflect on the practice of teaching. 

Teacher educators still have much to learn about 

PSETs selecting and implementing these reflective 

and reflexive practices to teaching practices they are 

learning in the methods course. These stories are a 

powerful way of meaning making for students who 

aspire to becoming teachers. Teacher educators may 

use PSETs’ stories to mediate students’ writing 

process and writing instruction while revisiting their 

pedagogical practices and beliefs. 

Teacher educators can provide outlets for PSETs 

to articulate contrasted past/ present experiences with 

writing or writing instruction, and becoming a 

teacher. 

Teacher educators ought to use these narratives to 

help PSETs “unpack” their “baggage of experiences” 

(lived or appropriated experiences) while telling their 

stories. The interview (see Appendix A), narratives 

and reflections, as tools, were prevalent throughout 

the methods course, and the stories they elicited 

became “teaching moments” where conversations 

occurred about pedagogical beliefs, practices and 

writing instruction. Methods instructors need to be 

mindful of the mediating role stories take within the 

different settings PSETs occupy. 

 It would be helpful if methods instructor 

understood how the mediating role in stories take 

place and how PSETs’ negotiations or actions in 

different settings may mediate their beliefs about 

writing and teaching writing.   

 As PSETs narratives informed their writing 

instruction and pedagogy.  

 PSETs’ narratives displayed personal 

sociocultural history(ies) and experience(s) that 

were revisited as PSETs articulated their 

understandings, learning, reflections and/or face 

newfound knowledge. 
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