
TEACHING	  IT	  “WRITE”:	  

TEACHER	  PERSPECTIVES	  ON	  WRITING	  INSTRUCTION	  

WITHIN	  ENGLISH	  AND	  FRENCH	  IMMERSION	  CLASSROOMS	  

	  

	  

	  

by	  

	  

Yvonne	  Jean	  McKechnie	  

	  

	  

	  

A	  thesis	  submitted	  to	  the	  Department	  of	  Education	  

In	  conformity	  with	  the	  requirements	  for	  the	  

Degree	  of	  Master	  of	  Education	  

	  

	  

Queen’s	  University	  

Kingston,	  Ontario,	  Canada	  

September,	  2015	  

	  

Copyright	  ©Yvonne	  J.	  McKechnie,	  2015	  
	   	  



	   ii	  

ABSTRACT 

Writing today is a means of communication: a medium through which we learn, share 

and self-express (Graham, 2006). In the classroom, writing is used to acquire, remember, and 

share knowledge; writing aids in the process of discovering, shaping and refining ideas about a 

topic (Durst & Newell, 1989). Although writing instruction is a fundamental component of both 

Academic English and French Immersion language courses at the Grade 9 level (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 1999, 2007), concern remains that many adolescents do not develop the 

skills necessary in writing to be successful in academic, workplace or personal life domains 

(Graham & Perin, 2007). Yet, little research has been conducted to determine what teachers are 

doing instructionally at the high school level.  

This study investigated the described individual pedagogies of teachers regarding writing 

instruction within two Grade 9 language contexts: English and French Immersion. I interviewed 

seven teachers, one-on-one, about their approach to writing instruction and the function of 

writing within their classroom, either in person or over the phone. A corresponding document of 

teaching materials referenced by teachers during the interviews was conducted. The data were 

thematically analyzed individually, by participant, and then subsequently analyzed within and 

between language contexts. The data analysis yielded four recurring themes: (1) Perceived 

Individual Experiences and Beliefs Informing Practice, (2) Role of Curriculum, (3) Individual 

Teaching Practice, and (4) Assessment. The findings from this study suggest that teachers, based 

on their beliefs and experience, make informed pedagogical decisions within their classrooms to 

meet the needs of their students. Writing is used in a variety of forms, and is utilized as a vehicle 

for assessment of other strand requirements.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

“It is through the symbols that we create, manipulate, and communicate to others that our 

experience is rendered meaningful” (Kellogg, 1999, p. 5). 

 A delicate paintbrush being swiftly stroked across a canvas; the sweet, monotonous 

clicking of a typewriter striking a piece of paper; a pen being fluidly whisked across a page; the 

soft, rapid tapping of the keyboard as the finger strikes each key. Writing, in any of its forms, is 

an idiosyncratic process through which we articulate our thoughts. We select each word and its 

placement, each mark of punctuation, and sometimes we go back and change it. Writing is a 

product and representation of who we are or what we are thinking at a particular moment. It is a 

tool, which can be used to meet a wide range of purposes and goals (Graham, 2006; Graham & 

Perin, 2007). Within modern society, writing is a means of communication: a medium through 

which we learn, share and self-express (Graham, 2006). Be it a final paper you write, a “to do 

list” quickly scribbled down, a personal journal, a job application, or even a letter to express an 

apology, writing is ubiquitous.  

 In an educational context, writing is often used to acquire, remember, and share 

knowledge; writing aids in the process of discovering, shaping and refining ideas about a topic 

(Durst & Newell, 1989). Within the Ontario curriculum specifically, both English and French 

Immersion language courses at varying streaming levels (i.e., Academic and Applied) for Grade 

9 require the instruction of writing (Ontario Ministry of Education [OME], 1999, 2007). As 

stated in the Grade 9 Academic English curriculum document (OME, 2007), the expectations 

include developing and organizing content, using knowledge of form and style, applying 

knowledge of conventions and reflecting on skills and strategies. Students are to “organize ideas” 
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and “write for different purposes and audiences using several different literary, informational and 

graphic forms” (p. 49). Specific expectations of this course include appropriate use of grammar, 

vocabulary, spelling and punctuation. Additionally, a reoccurring element to be taught 

throughout this course is the role of metacognition within the writing process. In particular, this 

document states that students will be able to “describe several different strategies they used 

before, during, and after writing” (p. 51). Throughout this revised version of the English 

curriculum, teachers are encouraged to incorporate elements of proofreading, revising and the 

development of skills and strategies to help students become more proficient writers. 

In the current French Immersion course expectations (OME, 1999a), many parallel terms 

and descriptions are used. For instance, students are expected to be able to choose “a form 

appropriate to the context” while writing “in a variety of forms, adjusting the language to suit the 

audience” (p. 37). Although this outline is vague and significantly shorter than the Grade 9 

Academic English course description, French Immersion students are similarly expected to 

“revise, edit, and proofread their writing” (p. 37). The newest, revised version of this curriculum 

has significantly more detail. This updated version of the French curriculum is to be fully 

implemented starting in September 2015. However, many teachers have already begun 

transitioning from the older curriculum to the recent, updated version.  

The 1999 version comprised three strands: Oral Communication, Reading and Writing; 

whereas the 2014 revised version contains four strands: Listening, Speaking, Reading and 

Writing. Therefore, the Oral Communication strand has been divided in two, giving equal weight 

to Listening and Speaking. While Reading and Writing strands consisted of the majority of the 

curriculum, the shift in curriculum now suggests increasing the amount of oral communication. 

The overall goals of the course are also more detailed. The introduction to the Grade 9 course 
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once highlighted studying “authentic” pieces of literature (OME, 1999a, p.34), whereas the 2014 

version aims to have students improve their “ability to communicate in French with confidence, 

by using language learning strategies” (p. 258).  

Within writing requirements outlined in the revised French curriculum for Grades 9 

through 12 (OME, 2014), there are overall expectations which stipulate that students will be able 

to adjust their writing for purpose, audience and form, use the stages of the writing process, and 

demonstrate intercultural understanding (p. 270). The explicit reference to the writing process is 

new to the revised document. In Ontario, these curriculum documents are the foundation upon 

which teachers build their courses. Teachers strive to meet the expectations outlined in the 

curriculum while also meeting the needs of their students.  

After having completed my Bachelor of Education, with English and French as my 

teaching subjects for the intermediate and senior divisions, I noticed that as preservice teachers 

we were never explicitly taught how to teach how to write. Upon completing multiple practicums 

in these language contexts, it became apparent that students at the high school level lacked the 

foundational skills necessary to be proficient writers. I became curious about what techniques 

and resources other teachers employed to improve student writing. Many questions began to 

arise: how are teachers teaching students how to write? What differences and similarities exist 

within English and French Immersion writing instruction? What resources are helpful? Which 

strategies are working best? What are teacher beliefs on the subject? 

The Dilemma 

Writing plays a vital role within modern society, as it is essential for not only school 

success, but also for “successful participation in the workspace and democratic society” (Norman 

& Spencer, 2005, p. 25). Yet, concern remains that many adolescents do not develop the skills 
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necessary in writing to be successful in the academic, workplace and personal life domains 

(Graham & Perin, 2007; Norman & Spencer, 2005). In an educational context, writing is used to 

acquire, remember, and share knowledge; writing aids in the process of discovering, shaping and 

refining ideas about a topic (Durst & Newell, 1989). Proficiency in writing develops slowly with 

time and experience at a pace unique to the individual (Hidi & Anderson, 1986); therefore, 

teachers require the knowledge to properly adapt educational material and expectations to 

scaffold the learning for their students (Benko, 2012). The inability to write well has rippling 

effects beyond the classroom into the working world. In a survey of 120 American corporations, 

employing almost 8 million people, writing was identified as a fundamental skill for both hiring 

and promoting salaried workers (National Commission on Writing, 2004). Therefore, it is 

essential to prepare our students with the necessary writing skills to not only express themselves, 

but to provide them with the skills required to reach their individual potentials and career 

aspirations. 

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to gain the perspectives of English and French language 

teachers about their writing pedagogies and to examine their beliefs by juxtaposing the two 

instructional language contexts. Specifically, this study investigated writing instruction within 

Ontario within two particular language contexts: Grade 9 English and Grade 9 French Immersion 

by interviewing teachers about their instructional practices.  

Research Questions 

This study was founded on three research questions:  

(1) Which instructional writing approaches do Grade 9 language educators describe as 
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using within their teaching? 

(2) What function(s) does writing have within each teacher’s classroom? 

(3) How do teacher perspectives within and between language contexts compare? 

Theoretical Framework 

This research takes a constructivist stance, as each participant within this study offers a 

unique and equally valued perspective of classroom instruction, constructed from past experience 

and previous knowledge. This notion mirrors what Patton (2002) describes as a constructivist 

framework where the individual constructs his or her conceptualization of reality. I acknowledge 

how two teachers, instructing within the same school, with the same years of experience could 

have received their teacher education from different educational institutions, thus yielding a 

potential difference in their pedagogies. Furthermore, if these teachers attended the same 

institution, they could have different approaches to instruction. This is not to say that one 

perspective is valued more than another. As Patton (2002) suggests, a constructivist framework 

acknowledges the “implications of different perceptions (or multiple ‘realities’)”(p.98) without 

insinuating that a particular perspective is ‘right’ or more ‘true’. Rather, these multiple 

perspectives of my participants are considered as equally relevant and all contribute to 

investigating this phenomenon (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Patton, 2002). Mirroring the personal 

nature of one’s writing, perspective is complex and intricate, and this study was designed to give 

each of these perspectives an equal opportunity to be shared.  

Definition of Terms 

 For the purpose of this study, I use the following definitions. The terms “French teacher” 

and “English teacher” will refer to French Immersion and English Language Arts teachers. The 
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teachers referenced in this study instruct the language courses outlined in the Ontario curriculum 

as belonging to the course codes that start with “FIF” or “ENG.”  

 As expressed in Fischer’s (2001) A History of Writing, defining “writing” is difficult, 

since “one knows writing only for what it is now” (p.11). In a world that is redefining what it 

means to write, a definition can be restricting. Within this study, “writing” or “to write” is 

framed under Fischer’s (2001) encompassing definition as being “the sequencing of standardized 

symbols (characters, signs or sign components) in order to graphically reproduce human speech, 

thought and other things in part or whole” (pp. 11–12). In alignment with Fischer’s (2001) 

beliefs, I acknowledge that defining writing is a toilsome task since writing is “rather special” 

and it “appears to resist limitation” (p. 12).  

Overview of Thesis 

Within this chapter, I introduce the dilemma, purpose, rationale, key terms and the 

organization of this study. In Chapter 2, I review the existing literature in first and second 

language writing, and writing instruction. In Chapter 3, I outline and describe my research 

methodology. I also introduce the participants who volunteered for this study. In Chapter 4, I 

present the emerging findings from my data, which represent how the teachers are instructing 

writing at the Grade 9 level. In Chapter 5, I discuss the findings from the study in detail through 

use of the existing body of literature. Lastly, I suggest possible avenues for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

In this chapter, I have examined the research involving both first and second language 

acquisition. Specifically, I cite research on learning how to write in a first language and in the 

second language, as well as teaching writing to native language speakers and second language 

learners. Since there is limited Canadian research on writing instruction, I have looked at second 

language learning as a broader construct (for example, research on English language learners); 

however, I cite French language learning whenever possible. I have organized this chapter under 

two main subheadings: Learning to Write and Teaching Writing. Within both of these 

subheadings, sections on first language (L1) and second language (L2) acquisition are included, 

although research on L2 writing instruction is scarce.  

Learning to Write 

 Writing has a long history, as the earliest attempts at writing appear to date from about 

100,000 years ago (Fischer, 2001). Writing has undergone constant adaptation and change since 

these early engravings, and today writing still meets a wide variety of needs. Within this section 

of the chapter, I will examine the literature surrounding how students learn to write, the process 

of writing and how learners engage in L1 and L2 writing tasks.    

 Writing in the first language. In current research surrounding writing performance of 

students in their native language, there is growing concern that the quality of student writing is 

getting worse (Carter & Harper, 2013). Although there are many factors that contribute to the 

overall quality of student writing, it is important to first determine what is cognitively required of 

an individual who is engaging in a writing task.  

Cognitive demands. When writing, there are “considerable demands on the writer’s 
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attention, as it requires simultaneously juggling or coordinating a number of constraints and 

processes” (Graham, Harris, & Olinghouse, 2007, p. 218). The cognitive demands placed on 

each individual student can be quite high if the task is not appropriately matched to the skills that 

the student has learned.  

Given that writing is a complex cognitive process (Kellogg, 1999, 1987), and that 

ongoing, goal-directed behaviours can influence our self-regulated learning (Meltzer, 2007), 

explicit instruction strives to help struggling students with this executive control. As beautifully 

illustrated by Moran and Garner (2007), executive function is described as the following:   

A toddler forming a sentence. A kindergartner reciting the alphabet in order. A ninth 

grader staying in sync with her clique. A college senior interviewing for a job. A writer 

formulating his next newspaper column. An entrepreneur strategizing the company’s 

initial public stock offering. Despite the vast array of ages, tasks, and situations, these 

events all involve executive function, the mental process of planning and organizing 

flexible, strategic, appropriate actions. (p. 19) 

While executive function’s role in education continues to be studied, its presence within the 

writing process is of particular interest to this study, since Wahleithner (2013) found that high 

school teachers in her study used the writing process to frame their approach to writing 

instruction. The recursive writing process (Hayes & Flower, 1980; Kellogg, 1999) requires 

continued and disciplined self-monitoring (in the forms of planning, checking and perhaps re-

planning), goal setting, and strategy use (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994; Zimmerman & 

Kitsantas, 2002; Zimmerman & Risemberg, 1997). The processes involved in writing pull on 

executive functioning, because it requires planning and making informed, strategic writing 

decisions. Therefore, utilizing executive control in navigating this cognitively demanding task 
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can help students manage the variety of processes being used to ultimately produce 

comprehensible and accurate text. 

When a student’s working memory and executive functions become exhausted and 

overloaded, students experience cognitive overload (Paas, Renkl, & Sweller, 2003). This 

overworking has negative impacts for the learning process since students are unable to build and 

create schemata, which are mental constructs that “incorporate multiple elements of information 

into a single element with a specific function” (Paas et al., 2003, p. 2). These schemata allow for 

working memory to be better managed. As Paas et al. (2003) describe, there are three forms of 

cognitive loads: (1) intrinsic load, the challenge innately associated with the task itself which is 

unchangeable; (2) extraneous load, an additional challenge perhaps imposed by instructional 

design thus demanding more working memory to complete a task; and (3) germane load, 

influenced by the designer and can be effective in the learning process. Cognitive load is 

additive, in so far as it cannot exceed working memory capacity (Paas et al., 2003). Therefore, if 

a task were to be intrinsically challenging with additional extraneous loads, there is little room 

for germane load, thus resulting in a poorer learning experience.   

In a foundational study by Emig (1971) investigating how students approach writing for 

in-school purposes, she found that students rarely independently engage in pre-writing or 

planning. As Wahleithner (2013) explains, the findings from Emig (1971) demonstrate the need 

for teachers to ensure that there are built-in opportunities for students to engage in these 

processes within classroom instruction. In their pioneering research, Flower and Hayes (1980) 

sought to investigate the cognitive processes behind writing. They concluded that there are three 

predominant stages of the writing process: planning, text production and revising. Skilled writers 

were found to know when to employ planning, composing and revising (Flower & Hayes, 1980). 
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This is similar to findings of Faigley and Witte (1981) who found that more experienced writers 

more effectively revised their texts. Skilled writers are better able to monitor the writing 

processes and make informed decisions about transitioning from one process to the next (Harris, 

Santangelo, & Graham, 2008).  

Writing in a second language. The writing process model of Flower and Hayes (1980) 

has served as a catalyst for investigation into the cognitive process of writing. Research on L2 

writing has since supported this model on the premise that the mental processes of writing in 

one’s native language (L1) are fundamentally the same as that for writing in one’s second 

language (L2; Cumming, 1989; Krapels, 1990). Although the cognitive processes are 

fundamentally the same, Woodall (2002) acknowledged in his research on language switching 

that there are important, identifiable modifications between writing in one’s mother tongue and 

writing in an alternative language. These differences are predominantly quantitative rather than 

qualitative (Cumming, 1989) in so far as bilingual or multilingual individuals have two or more 

languages at his or her disposal (Woodall, 2002). Woodall (2002) stated that since they have 

more than one language to choose from, “second language writers sometimes switch to their 

native language during the writing process” (p. 8). This phenomenon of language switching does 

not suggest a completely different writing process, but rather an individual’s use of different 

tools to go through the same process.   

When applying the Cognitive Load Theory previously described, it is conceivable to see 

the possibility of establishing cognitive overload in second language learning environments. This 

probability is described in Kirkland and Saunders (1991) as they explained that students learning 

their second language could benefit from metacognitive training to aid in the management of 

their cognitive load. If students are negotiating between multiple languages for an already 
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cognitively demanding task, having strategies in place could potentially assist students in 

managing their learning and writing. 

Role of the first language. Woodall (2002) highlighted two instances of L1 being used 

during the L2 writing process: instructed and non-instructed use. Instructed use of the L1 can be 

seen in tasks where students are to translate texts. Non-instructed, or spontaneous use of the L1 

in L2 writing, is comparable to Vygotsky’s (1978) idea of private speech: a mental operation 

used even in L1 writing to control or regulate difficult mental processes (McCafferty, 1994; 

Woodall, 2002). This processing style adds to the model of Hayes and Flower (1980) to provide 

a better understanding of the L2 writing process. Notably, the instance of non-instructed use of 

the L1 is typically done to compensate for challenges in using the L2. Armstrong (2006) 

conducted action research within her own Grade 11 French Immersion classroom. In her 

observations, she noted that her students would borrow elements of their first language (English) 

when writing in French, which ultimately hindered their ability to write fluently and correctly. It 

is important to note the role of L1 in a student’s writing process when examining a student’s 

acquisition of an additional language.  

The Capacity Building Series focusing on French Immersion in Ontario (OME, 2011), 

states that although French Immersion students learn to be proficient in French, they are also 

building mastery of English. The Ontario Ministry of Education (2011) attests that French 

Immersion programs are successful in meeting this goal since “cognitive and linguistic 

component skills required for learning to read, write, speak, view and represent in a student’s 

first language support literacy development in a second” (p. 1). Cumming (1990) supported this 

notion of knowledge and skill transfer, since in his research review he found that first languages 

provide the schemata for literacy learning. In particular, Cumming (1990) suggests that an 
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interdependent relationship exists between first and second language academic skills. Findings 

from Cashion and Eagan (1990) support the interdependent relationship. Cashion and Eagan 

(1990) found that as students spontaneously acquired and refined skills from English reading and 

writing, this knowledge was then transferred to their second language learning contexts.  

French Immersion. Armstrong (2006) explained that students of the French Immersion 

program in Ontario are able to transmit a message in writing, yet there are consistent errors 

within the language produced despite instructional attempts at correcting these errors. Armstrong 

(2006) describes the tendency of French Immersion students to use this interlanguage, a term 

defined by Selinker (1993), as this “incomplete and therefore inaccurate second language 

acquisition and production by second language learners” (Armstrong, 2006, p. 17). Therefore we 

see a discrepancy between goals and aspirations of the French Immersion program and the actual 

learning that teachers perceive as taking place for their students.  

Teaching Writing 

 Effectively teaching writing requires more than a thorough understanding of writing; it 

requires the knowledge of instructional approaches and strategies that will help meet the needs of 

their students (Hillocks, 1991; 2008). As explained in Education for All (OME, 2006), 

weaknesses in student writing might be a product of more foundational skill deficits (for 

example, in spelling). Education for All continues to explain that it could also be due to a 

student’s inability to “juggle the multiple demands of the writing process” (p. 106). It is therefore 

the role of the teacher to mitigate these issues and provide students with the instruction necessary 

to become more proficient writers. Within this section, I explore the literature surrounding the 

instruction of writing and effective use of strategies to improve student writing.  
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 Instructional models. As educators, we strive to design our instruction to most 

effectively assist our students in their learning. In order to better serve our students, Paas et al. 

(2003) suggests that a “reduction in extraneous cognitive load by using a more effective 

instructional design can free capacity for an increase in germane cognitive load” (p. 2). 

Redesigning one’s teaching might include strategy instruction, writing model instruction and 

providing students with additional writing practice.  

Knowledge-telling. Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987), in their observations of novice 

writers, noted the frequent use of the knowledge-telling technique and model as students 

composed a text. Within this model lie three components: (1) mental representation of the 

assignment, (2) long-term memory, and (3) knowledge-telling process. This writing model 

depicts how novice writers go from understanding the task, to using previous knowledge of both 

the topic and discourse (linguistic and of the text to be produced), to ultimately producing a text 

that communicates all information or knowledge of a given topic. This process, as described by 

Graham et al. (2007), minimizes the use of executive functioning skills (such as planning and 

decision making) as the students communicate all knowledge without selecting based on a goal 

or purpose, thus making writing a less demanding task. In contrast, more expert writers utilize 

the knowledge-transforming strategy, where what they write about is selective and in light of a 

goal or purpose (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). Although knowledge-telling as a strategy is 

common amongst the primary grades (Graham et al., 2007), it is nonetheless important to note 

since future strategies learned by students may build off the practice involved in this technique. 

Additionally, some struggling writers may be employing the knowledge-telling model of writing 

since they have yet to master the skills necessary for knowledge-transforming strategy.  
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Targeted skill development. Summarizing, the art of generating a brief statement or gist 

that represents a larger body of text (Hidi & Anderson, 1986), is of considerable importance to 

students as it can help facilitate learning in the transformation of knowledge into text (Brown, 

Campione & Day, 1981; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). The written form of this summary is 

described as being fundamentally different in nature from the average composing task, since it 

requires “comprehension, evaluation, condensation, and frequent transformation of ideas that 

have been presented” (Hidi & Anderson, 1986, pp.473–474). The challenge is not simply in the 

demands of the task, since researchers have shown that summarizing skills develop slowly, and 

proficient writing are not necessarily achieved by the end of high school or even at the college 

level (Brown, Jones, & Day, 1983; Hare & Borchardt, 1984; Hidi & Anderson, 1986). Within 

their essay, Hidi and Anderson (1986) recommended the following instructional practices for 

educators: gradual increase in text and summary length and complexity, encouraging student 

reflection, being conscious of genre (starting with narrative), and instructing students to write 

summaries for themselves. Hidi and Anderson (1986) emphasize the need for continued research 

in this field, but most importantly, for there to be translation into the classroom practices. 

Self-regulation. In an experimental intervention with children with learning disabilities, 

Garcìa-Sánchez and Fidalgo-Redondo (2006) investigated how self-regulatory instruction 

programs affected the writing product, processes and self-efficacy of the participants. Although 

this study, along with the majority of research in writing instruction, recruited elementary level 

learners (Grades 5 and 6), the findings are still relevant to slightly older students. In particular, 

Garcìa-Sánchez and Fidalgo-Redondo (2006) studied the effectiveness of the social cognitive 

model of sequential skill acquisition (SCM) and the self-regulated strategy development model 

(SRSD) for writing. 
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According to the SCM, learners acquire and refine their skills most efficiently through 

four sequential levels: observation, emulation, self-control, and self-regulation (Schunk & 

Zimmerman, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000, 2002). Specifically, the observation and emulation levels 

represent social learning experiences where learners gain competence to regulate themselves. At 

the observation level, the learner is watching and the instruction is modeling the self-regulatory 

strategy. The emulation level is when the learner begins to demonstrate and learn to enact the 

skill. Within this stage, learners receive behavioural and social feedback to aid in the refining 

process of this level. 

The third level, self-control, is when students are fostering their own learning, practicing 

to achieve automaticity. This stage is where the learners are focusing primarily on the process at 

hand (e.g., the process of creating a metaphor) rather than focusing on the outcomes (e.g., 

reaction of readers; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2002). Lastly, the self-regulatory level is where the 

student learns to adapt their performance to shift from modeled processes to performance 

outcomes; attention is focused on audience and how the reader of their writing might react. In a 

comparative study of this sequential model for learning to write effectively, Zimmerman and 

Kitsantas (1999) found that students who learned the SCM approach not only had high levels of 

writing skill but they also perceived higher self-efficacy and satisfaction about performance. 

Within the heart of the SRSD approach, lies the explicit instruction for specific writing 

genres and general writing strategies (e.g., good word choice; Harris, Graham, Mason, & 

Friedlander, 2008). As explained by Harris et al. (2008), “SRSD was created to address not just 

students’ difficulties with the writing process but also their attitudes and beliefs about writing, 

motivation, and self-efficacy” (p. 4). Although studies into the effectiveness of this approach 

have become popular (Harris et al., 2008), research focusing on adolescent writers is limited as 
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the majority of research emphasizes the needs and interventions at the elementary level (Juzwik, 

Curcic, Wolbers, Moxley, Dimling, & Shankland, 2006; de Milliano, van Gelderen, & Sleegers, 

2012). 

Garcìa-Sánchez and Fidalgo-Redondo (2006) concluded that both interventions (SCM 

and SRSD) yielded a significant improvement with a large effect size in the structure, coherence, 

and quality of students’ writing products. In their study of 121 fifth- and sixth-grade Spanish 

students, all having been previously identified with learning disabilities in writing, Garcìa-

Sánchez and Fidalgo-Redondo sought to determine the effect of SCM and SRSD interventions, 

in comparison to the control group, on student writing. Specifically, they investigated two main 

measures: text-based and reader-based. Within the text-based measure, Garcìa-Sánchez and 

Fidalgo-Redondo (2006) examined the productivity, coherence and structure of the writing task. 

Within the reader-based measure, the aspects that were assessed included: structure, coherence 

and quality. Notable findings of this study include the large effect size in all text-based measures 

for those students in the SRSD and SCM groups. In regards to the SRSD group in particular, 

these students spent more time writing and revising their texts while additionally spending 

significantly more time in the planning stage. This study, conducted with L1 Spanish-speaking 

students, demonstrates the versatility of such interventions in terms of linguistic context. 

Process writing. Graham and Perin (2007), in a meta-analysis of a variety of writing 

instruction models, described that there is no universally agreed upon definition of process-

oriented approaches (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2008). Atwell’s (1998) definition of process-based 

writing instruction describes the approach as engaging students in the cyclical process of 

planning, writing, conferencing, and revising throughout writing. This approach to writing 

instruction involves emphasized time for “extended writing and writing for an authentic 
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audience” (Wahleithner, 2013, p. 16). As Wahleithner (2013) notes, classroom instruction related 

to the process approach might incorporate prewriting activities to assist in planning and 

organizing ideas and providing students with models of good writing to analyze. Graham and 

Perin (2007) found the process writing approach to be mildly effective in improving student 

writing of their analysis of 11 interventions. Additionally, Graham and Perin (2007) explained in 

their recommendations stemming from their meta-analysis, that teachers should be provided with 

professional development in how to implement the process writing approach. This is due to the 

finding that when the process writing approach was implemented with students Grades 7 through 

12, without professional development for the teachers, the mean weighted effect size was 

negative (-0.05), versus the overall moderate effect size (0.32) achieved without considering 

professional development. Of the 11 interventions studied, those which yielded greater effect 

sizes included strategy instruction, summarization, peer assistance, and setting product goals.  

In more recent research, Wahleithner (2013) found in her investigation of high school 

English teachers, that the process writing approach was described as being used across all 

performance levels of schools. Notably, the Ontario curriculum outlines the knowledge and 

instruction of the writing process as a specific expectation within both the Grade 9 English 

curriculum (OME, 2007) and Grade 9 French Immersion curriculum (OME, 2014).   

Writing in French Immersion. Investigating the writing abilities of 15 French learners in 

their final year of secondary school, Benevento and Storch (2011) evaluated in-class essays of 

students three individual times over a period of six months. Although results showed 

improvements at the discourse level and in linguistic complexity, there were no significant 

improvements in accuracy. Furthermore, students committed persistent and frequent errors, 

which is similar to what Armstrong (2006) observed. Notably, the students appeared to have 
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relied heavily on the pre-constructed chunks learned within their classrooms; however, the 

ability to creatively alter these chunks improved over time (Benevento & Storch, 2011). 

Although this study does not investigate a specific strategy, the researchers sought to fill in a gap 

in second language learning. Benevento and Storch (2011) further explained that studies on 

writing development in secondary language contexts other than English as a Second Language 

(ESL) are scarce. 

For students who are learners of French as a Second Language (FSL), there are additional 

challenges and obstacles within the realm of written composition. In a comparative, quantitative 

study of 400 secondary school students, Rivard (2011) found that FSL students (who were 

students of French Immersion programs) included more main ideas in their summaries than 

French First Language (FFL) learners. Additionally, FFL students wrote better-organized 

summaries as they progressed through secondary school, whereas the FSL students did not show 

the same improvements over time. Within the recommendations for future research, Rivard 

(2011) suggested further questions, with one particularly relevant to my study: “[a]re there 

differences in the ways that these students are engaged with reading and writing tasks in their 

respective classrooms?” (p.183). It is also important to note that students of French Immersion 

programs, in Ontario, are also enrolled in English courses, therefore potentially getting writing 

instruction twice as much as their non-immersion peers.  

As expressed by Bournot-Trites and Reeder (2005), studies focused on French Immersion 

learning environments have predominantly inquired into student achievement, and few have 

reported on the perspectives of students, or even teachers involved in the French Immersion 

program. Bournot-Trites and Reeder (2005) investigated the phenomenon of a plateau effect in 

French language learners. They defined this plateau as a point in second language development 
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where language errors tend to “fossilize” as students enter Grade 7 (p. 268). Participants 

completed a composition in Grade 5 and once these students completed Grade 7, they were asked 

to read and rewrite their Grade 5 compositions. These compositions were analyzed using lexical, 

grammatical and discourse measures. Bournot-Trites and Reeder’s (2005) findings did not 

support the idea of a complete plateau effect even though many studies, as explained by 

Armstrong (2006), report the phenomenon of fossilized errors. A structural analysis showed that 

except for vocabulary diversity and conjugated verbs all measures were significantly higher (e.g., 

number of words, correct preposition use, paragraphs). Although this task required the students 

to reread their previous work instead of completing a new, or more relevant task, it provided an 

opportunity for students to reflect on and review their own writing. 

Following the rewriting process, students were interviewed regarding their own writing 

improvements and the suggestions that they had for teachers. The advice given by these 

participants included gaining more exposure and experience with writing in French. One student 

said: “Even if we don’t like it, it helps with our writing. We need teachers who can explain how 

to write” (p. 370). Some even asked for “more rewriting and editing” (p. 370). Participating 

students, although only in Grade 7, expressed their desires for more structured and recursive 

writing instruction from their teachers. Armstrong (2006), with her students, introduced her 

students to writing portfolios in an attempt to provide ample opportunity for student reflection, 

peer editing, and teacher feedback. In her findings, Armstrong (2006) noted that when students 

engaged in the steps required for the writing portfolios, their writing improved and they became 

more aware and responsible learners. Therefore, we see that with targeted and explicit 

instruction, students can overcome the plateau effect and improve their writing abilities.  
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 Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test. As outlined in Ontario Secondary School, 

Grades 9 to 12: Program and Diploma Requirements (OME, 1999b), students who began Grade 

9 during and after the 2000-2001 school year are required to write the Ontario Secondary School 

Literacy Test (OSSLT). Students who are unsuccessful at completing this test must pass the 

Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course (OSSLC) in order to earn their Ontario Secondary 

School Diploma (OSSD). According to the 2015 Getting Ready Guide for the OSSLT, students 

must complete the following writing tasks: a news report, a series of paragraphs, open-response 

questions, and multiple-choice questions. These tasks are further focused on three writing skills, 

outlined in the Planning and Preparation Guide (EQAO, 2015): (1) developing a main idea with 

sufficient supporting details, (2) organizing information and ideas in a coherent manner, and (3) 

using conventions (syntax, spelling, grammar, punctuation) in a manner that does not distract 

from clear communication (p. 15).  

 Research on high-stakes exams has demonstrated the impact these assessments have on 

teacher classroom practice. For instance, Slomp (2008) found there was a negative impact on 

teacher instruction in Canada, since having a large-scale assessment narrowed the teaching in 

relation to what processes were taught, how assignments were designed, and how teachers 

assigned criteria for assessment. Slomp (2008) concluded that the significance of a high-stakes 

exam on pedagogy was “readily demonstrated when we consider the extent to which each of the 

teachers involved in [their] study [was] trapped between the exam and the curriculum in terms of 

their writing pedagogy” (p. 197). Furthermore, Luce-Kapler and Klinger (2005) investigated 

student and teacher beliefs about writing within Ontario. Within their conclusions, they 

expressed surprise at the fact that the “OSSLT seems to be confining already narrow notions of 

writing in schools” (p. 169). Therefore, the influence of high-stakes tests on language classes and 
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teacher pedagogy, specifically that of English, has been found in Canadian research. In light of 

this study, these findings are important to discuss since this research was conducted within an 

Ontario context where Grade 10 students are required to complete a high-stakes literacy test 

based on the acquired literacy skills from across all subject areas by the end of Grade 9 (EQAO, 

2011). 

Summary 

 Writing, whether in a student’s first or second language, puts considerable demand on an 

individual’s cognitive processes. Although much of the research on writing instruction is focused 

on elementary school level children, the existing literature demonstrates the importance for well-

supported learning opportunities for students. Teachers may employ a wide variety of writing 

instruction models which have been empirically evaluated, including the self-regulation and 

process writing models, to assist students in becoming more effective and proficient writers; 

however, teachers must first be made aware of the instructional models available.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

Rationale for Research Design 

 There exists a smaller subset of research on writing instruction at the high school level in 

comparison to that at the elementary level. Studies which investigate second language writing 

have limiting conclusions since there are vast differences in methods of analysis and theoretical 

frameworks, as well as studying differing learner groups and types of text (Cumming, 2001).  

Furthermore, research on French Immersion learning environments specifically, has 

predominantly focused on student achievement (Bournot-Trites & Reeder, 2005). Therefore, this 

study was designed in an attempt to address these gaps in research. This study is qualitative in 

nature because this form of inquiry yielded the most useful data. A quantitative approach to this 

research would not have aligned with the study’s goals, because quantitative research involves 

many cases but only a few variables (Creswell, 1998). Rossi (2014) framed her study in a similar 

fashion due to the limited research in the field of teacher beliefs on writing, as it is unknown 

what the variables would be should a quantitative method be chosen instead. Therefore, a 

qualitative method was chosen to give voice to the individual narratives of the participants, in a 

way which Eisner (1998) explains, the numbers would not.  

Research Purpose 

 The purpose of this study was to describe teacher perspectives on writing instruction 

within Grade 9 English and French Immersion contexts. The qualitative data were collected from 

individual interviews with seven participants through in-person and over the phone interviews. 
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Participants also either provided me with artifacts, or referenced specific instructional materials, 

which provide a glimpse into the classrooms of each teacher.  

 Research Questions. The following were the research questions, which framed this 

study: 

(1) Which instructional writing approaches do Grade 9 language educators describe as 

using within their teaching? 

(2) What function(s) does writing have within each teacher’s classroom?  

(3) How do teacher perspectives within and between language contexts compare? 

Data Collection 

 In this study, I collected data from two sources: interviews and document analysis. One 

method of data collection for this qualitative research consisted of one face-to-face or over the 

phone, in-depth semi-structured interview with each participant (Creswell, 2007; McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010). I conducted six of the seven interviews in person, whereas only one 

interview was conducted over the phone. Semi-structured interview questions provided 

participants with the opportunity to elaborate on questions and probes (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 

2002). I encouraged teachers to draw upon their past experiences and their individual beliefs to 

inform their interview responses and I requested the participants to supply me with 

accompanying pedagogical artifacts (e.g., classroom handouts, published resources) to support 

their explanations.  

Ethical considerations. In accordance with Tri-Council policy, this study received 

clearance from Queen’s University’s General Research Ethics Board (for these letters, see 

Appendices A and B). Participants were provided with a Letter of Information (Appendix C) and 

Consent Form (Appendix D) through e-mail, and were also offered a paper copy prior to the start 
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of the interview. I summarized the research purpose at the start of each interview and addressed 

any questions or concerns the participants may have had. Participants signed the Consent Form 

and were given a copy of the Letter of Information and Consent Form for their own records. The 

opportunity for participants to withdraw at any point was made clear throughout data collection. 

I also ensured participants were ready and comfortable before commencing the interview and 

clearly stated to the participants when the audio recorder was either turned on or off. Participants 

were reassured that any identifying information regarding their names, school, or mention of 

individual students would be made anonymous through use of pseudonyms.  

When planned methods for recruitment proved unsuccessful, especially in a time of 

labour disputes within Ontario, revisions were made to the original GREB application. At the 

request of potential participants, phone interviews were added to the possible means of 

communication with the participants. Additionally, participants were no longer recruited through 

the individual boards, but rather through recruitment posts, e-mails, word of mouth and 

nomination. These revisions were approved by GREB and yielded more successful recruitment 

(see Appendix B for this revision approval letter).  

Since this study included the collection of personal information and audio recordings 

from interviews, total anonymity was not guaranteed. Rather, privacy and confidentiality of 

participants was honoured to the fullest extent possible (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; 

Richards & Morse, 2013). This was made explicit in the Letter of Information (Appendix C) and 

Consent Form (Appendix D). In order to uphold this intention, names and locations were 

concealed through use of pseudonyms throughout data collection and data analysis to avoid any 

possibility of identification (Patton, 2002).  
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The data collected from this study were stored on a password-protected computer. All 

documents, including the signed consent forms, were kept locked in a file cabinet, where only I 

had access. The data will be continuously stored for a period of five years, after which they will 

permanently deleted and shredded.  

Sampling. Once the revisions were approved from GREB, participants for this study 

were recruited through a non-probability purposeful sample selection process (Cohen, Manion, 

& Morrison, 2011; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For participants to be eligible to engage in 

this study, they had to meet three criteria: (a) be full-time teachers employed within Ontario; (b) 

had self-identified as having taught either English or French Immersion language courses at the 

Grade 9 level; and (c) be comfortable sharing and describing their personal, pedagogical 

practices in writing instruction.  

Participants were recruited through a variety of means. Originally, I sought individual 

board approval to recruit participants. Although multiple applications were submitted to five 

different boards, none were successful in gaining approval. Instead, I recruited participants 

through word of mouth, Facebook (Appendix E) and e-mail correspondences (Appendices F and 

G). Some participants responded directly to me after seeing the recruitment script, while others 

were nominated by friends, colleagues and family, and were therefore connected to me by e-mail 

through the mutual contact. Once the initial communication was established, I sent participants a 

brief e-mail outlining the commitment and purpose of the study, while also attaching the Letter 

of Information and Consent Form. The completion of a brief background questionnaire 

(Appendix H) was also requested from the participants. Participants then agreed to participate 

and interviews were scheduled. Although more than seven individuals volunteered to be 

participants, many were not eligible. For example, some teachers had not taught a full Grade 9 
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English course, and another was a Core French teacher, never having taught French Immersion. 

One participant withdrew because she felt disconnected from her classroom practice, due to 

being on maternity leave.  

Final participants. Of the final seven participants, four self-identified as having taught 

English, and three self-identified as having taught French Immersion French at the Grade 9 level. 

To protect the identities of the participants, they were given the following pseudonyms: Amanda, 

Craig, Emily, Jennifer, Josephine, Leslie and Philippe. The English teachers are: Amanda, Craig, 

Jennifer and Leslie. The French teachers are: Emily, Josephine and Philippe. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the participants, depicting their years of experience, gender and teaching language 

context.  

Table 1 

Overview of Participants 

 

Name 

 

Language context 

 

Years experience teaching 

in Ontario 

 

Gender 

Amanda English 14 Female 

Craig English 17 Male 

Emily French 2 Female 

Jennifer English 8 Female 

Josephine French 26 Female 

Leslie English 2 Female 

Philippe French 13* Male 

*Participant also spent a few years teaching outside of Ontario 

 

Interviews. In preparation for the interview, critical and reflexive planning occurred in 

accordance to Cohen, Manion and Morrison’s (2011) suggestions. In the preparation stage, I 
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ensured the following: clear objectives by verbalizing the purpose to each participant prior to the 

interview, proper ordering of questions by piloting the questions with teacher colleagues, and the 

“extent of the interviewer’s own insight into the respondent’s situation” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 

415) was recorded through a reflective field-notes. I reflectively challenged the subjectivity of 

questions to avoid any guiding or swaying of potential responses by using open-ended questions 

and prompting without insinuating any judgment. Each interview was audio-recorded and these 

recordings were transcribed verbatim within a short time frame, with use of pseudonyms. 

After an intensive review of the literature, it was especially challenging to find existing 

research on this topic to use a framework for creating the interview protocol. Wiggins’s (2010) 

protocol provided a loose template upon which I was able to build. The interview protocol for 

this study was revised after having piloted with some teacher colleagues. The final version of the 

protocol (See Appendix I) was then mapped on to the research questions to ensure fluidity 

between the research design and the data collection process (See Appendix K).   

 Interview Process. Interviews were scheduled at the convenience of each participant. The 

interviews varied in length from 25 to 60 minutes. Prior to the start of the interview, I conversed 

with the participants to ease the atmosphere of the interview, and create a more amicable 

relationship. Although the participants were sent the Letter of Information (Appendix C) and 

Consent Form (Appendix D), I had extra copies available on hand and briefly reviewed them 

prior to starting. Once the participants acknowledged that they were comfortable and ready, the 

interviews officially started.  

For most of the interviews, I was invited into the classrooms of the teachers at a 

convenient time for them, some after school, while others were during a preparation period, 

whereas the teacher had independent classroom planning time. However, this was not always 
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possible due to distance and scheduling opportunities. One interview was conducted over the 

phone because the participant was available at home. Another interview occurred at a local 

coffee shop. These opportunities to meet off school property provided more comfortable 

interaction, while also providing a more confidential interview (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). 

I emphasized my willingness to remain flexible as to time and locations in order to be convenient 

to the participants since teacher schedules and obligations can be quite demanding.  

Artifacts. I asked each teacher to bring an artifact (a lesson, handouts, a unit plan and/or 

the class syllabus) of their teaching, which depicted their writing instruction practices. These 

artifacts were photocopied and analyzed along with the interview data (Richards & Morse, 

2013). Although not all participants physically brought in instructional artifacts, the majority of 

them referenced an accessible document or resource, which they used in planning or structuring 

their classrooms. These resources were used as artifacts in the data analysis since they were 

explicitly referenced within the interview. In addition to the transcribed interview and artifact 

collection, I took concurrent field notes throughout. I noted reflections and additional thoughts 

and observations from the interviews (Richards & Morse, 2013). I used a notebook to record 

notes before, during and after each interview. Furthermore, I recorded any questions from the 

interviews that might require follow-up or elaboration to limit any interruptions to the natural 

flow of conversation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). These field-notes were also used 

throughout transcription and the data analysis process so as to record and expose any influence 

of a researcher bias and to ensure accurate coding. These notes were anecdotal and reflective, 

where I recorded anything from classroom layouts and initial thoughts, to decisions in coding 

throughout data analysis. These field-notes added to the overall reliability of the study, because 
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they ensured my active attempt to document thought processes involved in data collection and 

analysis. 

Data Analysis 

 All audio-recordings were transcribed verbatim through use of the word processing 

software of Microsoft Word. Interview notes were subsequently transferred into a word-

processed document to assist in the analysis process. I did this quickly following each interview 

so as to ensure a “continuous and responsive interaction between the collection of data and 

analysis” (Richards & Morse, 2013, pp. 194–195), identifying each file with a coded name, 

corresponding to the individual participants. I kept printed copies of these transcriptions, signed 

consent forms, artifacts, and field-notes in an individually labeled folder. These files were locked 

in a filing cabinet, where only I had access to the files and documentation.  

 The data were then uploaded to ATLAS.ti (Version 1.0.27) and I began recursively 

reviewing each file to ensure accurate coding and analysis. I used this computer software to 

maximize the effectiveness and efficiency of the data analysis process. This software is not 

intended to replace my role as the researcher (Fielding & Lee, 1998), but rather it was used to 

more efficiently sort, organize and analyze the data collected in this study. 

 Stage one. An inductive approach to coding allowed for clear connections between 

research purpose and findings from the raw data as the codes emerged directly from the data 

(Thomas, 2006). In the first stage of analysis, I individually analyzed each interview with the 

corresponding artifacts using open coding. Once codes were identified, I then grouped the codes 

into inductive categories. As suggested by Richards and Morse (2013), checking the reliability of 

the coding is solidified thorough documentation and recursive checking which was supported 

through recorded, anecdotal notes. I identified approximately 12 to 15 categories within each 
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interview and assigned each participant a unique ink colour. I wrote each category on a different 

cue card to help in the visual representation and synthesis of the larger themes. This process was 

again used in the third stage of analysis, and will be subsequently discussed.  

 Stage two. Although I was hoping to match and map teacher descriptions on to a variety 

of writing instruction models, the participants predominantly described the process model of 

instruction. Due to this finding, this planned stage of analysis was deemed as redundant. This 

will be further explained in Chapters 4 and 5.  

 Stage three. Using the cue cards referenced in Stage one, I physically spread out the 

various categories written on the cue cards on a table. To help determine if there were any trends 

within or between language contexts, I then began piling similarly identified categories to make 

groups. This process was cyclical in nature and ultimately created the larger themes, which are 

identified and described in Chapter 4 (for a photo depicting this process, see Appendix I).  

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

 Britzman (1997) suggests that voice must inevitably pass through many filters, such as 

the body and biography before it can become the narrative of experience. As stated by Guba and 

Lincoln (1989): “Inquirers are human, and cannot escape their humanness”(p. 88). This study 

will unavoidably be left with my impressions as the researcher, as my own humanness becomes 

the filter through which these findings are represented. Britzman (1997) describes this intricacy 

as inevitable since the roles of discourse do not allow for voice to be delivered without mediation 

as language must pass from the researched to the researcher and from the researcher to the 

reader. 

 To enhance the credibility of the findings, I have employed multiple methods to promote 

finding trustworthiness. First, the research questions were piloted with Ontario teachers. Second, 
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I made my thoughts and decision-making processes clear through use of the field-note notebook 

as the data were transcribed verbatim and recursively reviewed upon transcription completion. 

Third, the collection of the artifacts provided more depth to the interviews, as it allowed for the 

teachers to support their answers with this proof. Fourth, the supervisor of this research was 

actively involved in the data analysis process, in particular in the creation of the larger themes. 

This second voice adds to the overall trustworthiness of the findings as we both agreed on the 

final themes.	  	   	  
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CHAPTER 4  

Findings 

In this chapter, I present the findings from this study in relation to my central research 

questions: (a) Which instructional writing approaches do Grade 9 language teachers describe as 

using within their teaching?; (b)What function(s) does writing have within each teacher’s 

classroom?; and (c) How do teachers’ perspectives within and between language contexts 

compare?  

These findings, generated from the data analysis of semi-structured interviews and 

artifacts from seven language teachers, are organized into four main sections, in correspondence 

with the emerging themes: (1) Perceived Individual Experiences and Beliefs Informing Practice, 

(2) Role of Curriculum, (3) Individual Teaching Practice, and (4) Assessment. Within each of 

these sections, findings are further organized into three possible subcategories. First, the overall 

findings that contribute to each theme are discussed. Second, discrepancies and differences found 

are illustrated should there be a notable difference between the English and French findings due 

to the language of instruction. Third, additional outliers are explored if a particular participant 

expressed a contrasting idea.  

The relationship between the previously mentioned themes and the central research 

questions will be explicitly explored and discussed in Chapter 5; however, they are implicitly 

woven throughout this chapter.  

Perceived Individual Experiences and Beliefs Informing Practice 

 Throughout my conversations with the participants, one thing seemed clear: although I 

did not prompt teachers to pull on specific, personal experiences, many of them spoke about how 

their experiences as both learners and educators, be it within or beyond the classroom, has 
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informed their teaching practice. I feel that it is especially important to note this finding first, as 

it frames the other themes, similar to how the personal experiences of each participant has 

framed their own practice. Specifically, I will discuss this theme of personal views informing 

practice in two ways: experience and beliefs. Since personal experience is idiosyncratic in 

nature, there is no comparison or discussion of anomalies. Instead, the individual voice of each 

participant will be shared to illustrate this finding.  

Experiences informing practice. Be it as students themselves or as a practicing teacher, 

six of the seven participants recalled moments where a personal experience directly informed 

their teaching practice. Many of them discussed how being a learner themselves, allowed for 

them to use these moments as an educational opportunity and apply it to enhance the experience 

for their own students. Others pulled on the learning which occurs as a professional, either in the 

classroom or in other careers, and how those instances have impacted their teaching pedagogies, 

specifically about writing. The role of critical reflection was made clear by these participants, as 

they recalled their own stories and described to me the reasoning behind their choices 

surrounding writing instruction.  

As a learner. For Jennifer, an experienced English teacher, the memories she had as a 

student receiving vague feedback on her writing really stuck with her. She explained: “When I 

do mark…they get their essays back and they're stunned, and I'm like: ‘But, how else are you 

going to learn?’ because I remember teachers in high school that just wrote 2 or 3 lines and a 

couple things circled, and that's it. I'm like, ‘That doesn't help me become a better writer.’ So, 

that's another thing that I do.” Where Jennifer felt failed by her past teachers, she aimed to 

improve in her own practice. Feedback, the detailed and specific marks left by the teacher, were 
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important for her to provide to her students, since she had experienced how poor feedback 

influenced her own growth as a learner, and as a writer.  

Leslie’s notion of using experience in the classroom to inform writing practice was 

expressed quite literally. When asked about how she improves student writing, she informed me 

that she brings in her own past work as a university student. She said: “where possible I try to 

bring in my own writing. So I'll share an excerpt from an essay that I wrote, and then they'll pick 

it apart… this is the first year essay that I wrote…I think they're all afraid to really pull 

something apart.” Leslie was driven by a goal to eliminate this mentality of writing being this 

unobtainable level of perfection. She stated that she found that by modeling this constant growth 

as a writer, by bringing in and critiquing her own previous work, her students were more likely 

to engage in writing tasks. Leslie continued to note how she has seen this writing anxiety in her 

students, and even for herself. She explained: “I think that a lot of kids have that, pen to paper 

anxiety. I know I do. Staring at a blank page is the hardest thing ever and the first mark that you 

make on it, you almost cringe.” Her experience not only as a university student herself, but also 

as a constant learner who is still working at improving her own writing, is a dialogue that enters 

the classroom deliberately as a way to motivate and engage her students.  

 In the learning context of a second language, Emily and Philippe, both French Immersion 

teachers, highlighted their own language learning experiences. When Emily was describing how 

she found informal writing practices important, she explained that it is modeled after how she 

learned her native language of English as a child. She explained: “when we were kids and 

writing in English like you know, we would go home and write in our little journal or write in 

whatever, and we wrote because we wanted to write. You know, our spelling, our grammar 

might not have been awesome, but if we wrote all the time, it definitely got better.” Giving her 
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students time and space to practice, without the pressure of constant evaluation and grading, was 

important to her classroom structure. Emily has had her French Immersion students write 

journals, where they had a chance to practice the skill of writing. When it comes to evaluation of 

this writing, Emily pulled on this writing practice and explained: “that's the thing is that I find 

with them, at least just a bit of ‘pressure off’ type of writing where it's, yes, we have to write 

every day, but you get to choose which one you want me to mark.” Emily found that giving 

students that element of choice on the lower-pressured writing practice-style tasks encouraged 

them to participate more willingly in writing tasks.  

 Another element, which was integrated into Emily’s classroom, was the role of online 

learning software she discovered as she was aiming to learn an additional language. When asking 

Emily about which resources she consulted in her planning, Emily elaborated on her own 

experiences as a language learner:  

It's actually a free online language learning software. So I don't use that to find resources, 

I actually get the kids to sign up on it. And they go on— I actually love it. I found it 

because I found it doing— learning for myself. I went on to learn German.  

This software will be further discussed later in this chapter. This experience outside the 

classroom prompted her to consider using this in her instructional practice, which she reported 

benefited her students. She explained: “the kids really like it.” This statement by Emily 

demonstrates her willingness to experiment with newer technology, only discovered through her 

own personal inquiry as an aspiring language learner of German, and how she was able to use 

this experience to create a learning opportunity for her French Immersion students.  
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 Similarly, Philippe expressed how his learning of English, being an English language 

learner himself, informs his instruction of French as a Second Language. His choice to include 

explicit grammar instruction is inspired by his acquisition of English. He stated:  

I came from France actually, and I did a lot of grammar, English grammar, before I was 

able to speak the language…I just find that, you know, having that great grammar basis 

helped me a lot later on. And without that great grammar basis, I wouldn't be able to, you 

know, converse with you today. 

Recalling his learning as a student of English, and having personally experienced the benefit of 

having a grammar foundation, Philippe expressed his own doubts surrounding the newly released 

curriculum, which promotes a more implied learning of grammar, rather than explicit. Philippe 

articulated his concern in saying: “I kind of disagree with, with some of what the curriculum 

says… this says things like, if you can speak, then you can read. If you can speak, you can write. 

And I don't necessarily agree with that.” This friction and contradiction between experience and 

curriculum has had an impact on the choices Philippe has made.  

As a professional. Many participants spoke about how their own professional experience 

as teachers has helped them in refining their teaching practice. Emily found that the more 

traditional way of teaching writing was simply not working anymore. She reflected: “I think the 

biggest problem with those types of traditional lessons, or that some of them would sit there—

they just don't learn that way, number one. And number two, some of them know it already 

because they've been doing it since grade whatever.” Having made those observations from her 

teaching experience, has inspired her to seek more targeted and individualized forms of 

instruction, in the form of writing workshops and the integration of technological advancements 

(For example, the smartphone application, Duolingo).  
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 Contrastingly, Craig expressed where he felt he was not meeting the needs of his 

students. As I prompted him to simply add some last minute remarks, Craig added his concern: 

“If I were to suggest to you where I feel I’m not necessarily meeting their needs and where I 

think…all teachers I think will need to go in the future, is the piece about technology.” His over 

15 years of experience teaching in Ontario has led to his reflections and trepidations in regard to 

the learning of future students. In noticing the trend of an increasing number of students having 

access to technology at home, and being told to use pen and paper in class, Craig stated: “I just 

think that when you actually sit down to write, it’s a very different experience when you’re on 

the computer as opposed to handwriting something.” Craig spoke of how his students engaged in 

this traditional way of writing which he felt no longer matches the real world outside of the 

classroom where they write through use of a computer, tablet or another form of technology.  

 Josephine, having over 20 years of experience teaching French, also articulated 

tendencies she had noticed through her years of experience as a classroom teacher. She reflected: 

My observations of the kids coming through, and again my own kids, I think all of them 

are very well versed in everything that has to do with, I’ll call it, ‘tradition’. Like a 

traditional approach to literature, reading children’ literature, reading children’s stories... 

writing. 

Having noticed this trend in the foundational knowledge in her students, prompted her to 

structure more creative writing opportunities for her students. She explained that she tells her 

students “write your own,” spending less time teaching the structure, and more time in practicing 

a specific form of writing. An additional element of experience for Josephine was having her 

own children in the French Immersion program. She pulled on this knowledge, seeing what 

younger students are being asked to complete, in order to structure her own lessons.  
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 One participant in particular spoke about how her previous career inspires her teaching 

practice. Jennifer had worked as a broadcast journalist for 15 years prior to entering the world of 

teaching. This experience has direct and intentional implications for her teaching. Jennifer, while 

describing her students’ tendencies to overwrite and struggle with writing precisely, explained a 

dialogue she has with her students, regardless of grade. She recounted an example:  

You just took four sentences to say what you could say in one sentence, and that's another 

thing that I push. A lot of them like to overwrite, overwrite. No. You need to cut- cut it 

back, because in journalism I have 30 seconds to tell you something.  

Using her experience in the journalism field informs her teaching, as she uses these examples to 

make the learning explicit for her students by providing ‘real world’ applications of various 

writing tasks.  

 In sum, experiences both within and outside the classroom were described as having 

direct impact on teacher decision-making and their classroom practice. Participants pulled on 

their own experiences as learners, as teachers and as professionals in other careers. Teachers use 

their unique and personal experiences as a reflective tool to ultimately better meet the needs of 

their students.  

Beliefs informing practice. Each participant came to the interview with a unique set of 

beliefs. Although I was prompting specifically for teacher beliefs on writing instruction, it was 

interesting to see how other beliefs work in harmony with instruction to ultimately create an 

overall, holistic learning experience for the student. Some of the participants spoke about how 

they use their beliefs about improving student writing to then shape the expectations they have 

for their students. One participant spoke at length on the importance of overall classroom 

atmosphere to promote students feelings of safety and belonging. For instance, Amanda stated: 
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“that's the thing for me is that, you know what, when you're in my classroom, I want you to feel 

safe, I want you to feel secure.” These beliefs speak to the priorities and structure of not only 

their writing instruction, but also their overall classroom environment.  

Craig made sure to include time within his English course for revision, editing and 

rewriting. He explained that he is a “ big proponent of revision.” He followed by elaborating: “A 

lot of students think that you can just learn to write better by doing it once. And I think doing it 

three, four, five times will always help you to become a better writer.” His belief that rewriting 

and revisiting a composed piece will ultimately improve a student’s writing is foundational in his 

scheduling of revision time in class. He explained that he even had a “revision day.” On a similar 

note, Emily explained that just recently she asked her students: “What are your greatest 

weaknesses in your writing?” in an attempt to highlight and emphasize the unique nature of 

writing for each student. She stated: “there are more ways to improve your writing then just by 

writing.” Consequently, Emily structured time for students to share their writing and help each 

other through peer editing and discussion.  

This adaptability also relates to a teacher’s decision process when they change their 

writing instruction. Josephine explained: “I would say in the past writing held a really huge area 

in my classroom. Any maybe even too great an area…I think that I was very concerned even 

overly concerned with accuracy of writing production.” Josephine used to really encourage her 

students to seek writing correctness in her class. Interestingly, Josephine noted how her mindset 

has since changed with experience, and the new curriculum. When explaining the reasoning 

behind this belief and focus, she said: “it came from a place of, perhaps, frustration…with 

thinking that our teaching objective was really accuracy and perfection as opposed to satisfactory 

communication, so there is a big difference.” When the objective was interpreted as “accuracy 
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and perfection,” Josephine’s beliefs impacted her language instruction; however, with the change 

in focus to “satisfactory communication” and perhaps building student confidence in the 

language, she is seeing the need to adapt her teaching and rethink her beliefs. Josephine 

continued to say: “You’re getting me at this point where I am on the cusp of my own 

reflections.” This prompted change in teaching beliefs and practice is in response to the new 

French Immersion curriculum, which is unique to the French teachers. With her 20 plus years of 

teaching experience, Josephine felt she still had to rethink what it meant to teach students a 

language, and specifically, what role her changing beliefs about language learning has in her 

future classroom.   

In Amanda’s opinion, teachers have a broader responsibility than simply teaching the 

material. When talking about teachers more broadly she stated:   

We don't remember necessarily what they taught us, but we remember how they made us 

feel. And so, that's the thing for me is that, you know what, when you're in my classroom, 

I want you to feel safe, I want you to feel secure, I want you feel like you can share, and 

then you can take chances, then you can be yourself, and that people aren't going to 

criticize you while you're here.  

This is foundational in Amanda’s overall classroom structure as she kept coming back to the 

points of student belonging, feeling safe, and comfort in the classroom. Amanda felt that it was 

crucial to establish this overall atmosphere so that students continued to “to try their best while 

they're here, whatever that is, whatever that looks like just try your best, and we're all going to 

have off days and that's okay. And I want you to try to have fun while you're here.” This belief in 

the importance of engagement manifested itself in the form of interactive activities, student input 

on classroom layout and student choice. Amanda described the importance of her role: “I don't 
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ever sit behind my desk. I don't think I ever sit during the class. And so, I'm always interacting 

with the students.” Overall, Amanda’s belief in creating an environment in her classroom where 

taking risks is encouraged, and student voice is heard, is the frame through which she views 

teaching. Her classroom design and instruction are founded on first establishing a positive 

learning atmosphere. 

Beliefs and experiences collide: A narrative. When students are asked to reflect on 

their personal experience to elicit a written response, often a teacher cannot fully anticipate what 

those personal opinions will be. In an emotional part of the interview with Jennifer, she shared 

with me a personal narrative of her own, which was rooted in an experience she had teaching that 

has continued to have a rippling effect in both her career and her personal life. Previously in the 

interview, Jennifer described how she helps her students use her English class as a platform for 

publishing. Specifically, she lets her students submit their short stories or poems through her, to a 

national competition. Many of her students have been successful in being published. As we 

spoke about writing forms in her classroom, Jennifer shared an emotionally touching story about 

a student, Isabella*. Below is the story she shared with me in regard to a creative writing 

assignment on poetry:  

In my grade nine academic class last semester, a young lady, Isabella Granite*, sat here, 

and she wrote me a poem about a rose and… she was a handful. She liked to talk and 

stuff and that's why I put her in the front row and, one day I came to school and found out 

that she was on life support at [a local children’s hospital]. She had had cardiac arrest and 

there was nothing they could do. So she died. So, I've also done…grief training and stuff. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
*	  Names	  changed	  to	  ensure	  anonymity	  
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So, the day when the kids came back the following Monday, I was in the chapel for two 

hours, helping them, you know, doing my thing. The Friday the VP said to me, ‘What ... 

There's a poem that she wrote about a rose, can you get a copy?’ I go, ‘I don't even have 

it.’ I said, ‘I sent it out to B.C.’ So, I'm e-mailing the publisher and I'm saying-- or the 

editor-- and I said, ‘Look, this is what happened. I don't have a copy of the poem because 

I just sent it to you by snail mail. Can you please send it to me?’ and they did send it to 

me. Well this poem ended up being the whole theme of her funeral… It ended up being 

on the prayer cards…. It just did something for the dad. He looked at the flower in the 

poem as being his daughter. 

As Jennifer spoke about her student who had tragically passed, it became clear that she felt that 

the poem this student wrote in class had a much larger impact for her than being an assignment, 

as this prayer card was stapled delicately to a board near her desk. Then, Jennifer ended her story 

with a simple, yet profoundly impactful comment: "This was just a simple little assignment that I 

did in class.” 

Summary. Each participant, regardless of years of experience or language being taught, 

described moments and decisions impacted by previous experience and/or their own personal 

beliefs. Many of these decisions involving classroom practice were deliberately made and 

participants explicitly recalled these choices to make the thought processes and reasoning behind 

them more clear to me as the interviewer.  

The Role of the Curriculum 

It goes without saying that the curriculum and the expectations as described by the 

Ministry of Education are fundamental in the planning and execution of each classroom lesson 

across all grades and subjects. However, the English and French teachers discussed unique 
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attributes of their own curriculum documents. For instance, some English teachers discussed the 

streaming and academic leveling of Grade 9 English (Academic versus Applied), while the 

French teachers discussed the impact of the newly revised curriculum. Participants of both 

language contexts not only referenced the curriculum documents for planning each individual 

strand of their teaching subject (i.e., Oral Communication, Reading and Literature Studies, 

Writing, and Media Studies), but also how they work through the curriculum in order to 

effectively connect these strands. First, I will discuss findings related to the role curriculum 

documents play as a planning tool followed by the unique streaming attributes of the Grade 9 

English classes. Second, I will describe the findings related to how teachers have integrated 

various curriculum strands. Third, I will illustrate the various forms of writing teachers have their 

Grade 9 students explore and create.  

Curriculum documents as a planning tool. Across all interviews, participants 

referenced the curriculum documents specifically, while some participants also spoke to 

additional Ministry of Education documents, funded assessments (i.e., the Ontario Secondary 

School Literacy Test [OSSLT]) and resources. Unexpectedly, the topic of the OSSLT came up in 

an interview with a French teacher. This was not anticipated, as students in the French 

Immersion program are also enrolled in grade 9 English with their English program peers. 

Participants commented on how and to what extent the curriculum and Ministry of Education 

expectations shape what happens in their classroom. 

 For some participants, the curriculum was mostly a planning tool. When asked which 

resources they consult in their planning, Josephine, Craig and Philippe all explicitly referenced 

the curriculum documents for their respective courses. Josephine, who at the time of the 

interview was still familiarizing herself with the curriculum, explained how the French 
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department at her school had been coming together to co-plan the upcoming year, given the 

changes in the curriculum expectations. She stated: “This is where my reflection comes in and 

looking at the curriculum, and planning for next year.” 

When elaborating on his approach to planning his course, Craig not only spoke about the 

English curriculum, but he also referenced other Ministry documents and Catholic documents: 

“with Growing Success, when we’re evaluating we should be using success criteria… So 

obviously we look at the ministry documents, the Catholic documents I mentioned.” The 

Ministry of Education released Growing Success (OME, 2010) to reframe the assessment, 

evaluation and reporting practices within Ontario. For Craig, this informed how he structured his 

lesson by first establishing clear “Success Criteria.” He further referenced Catholic documents, 

which he previously described as: “Catholic graduate doc, well not Catholic graduate 

expectations, but we have Catholic curriculum documents. They are kind of old now but I 

wouldn’t say they are outdated. But they were – when the curriculum changed over, they were 

much more common use.” These were the second documents referenced by Craig when asked 

about his planning. Being a teacher in the Catholic school board of his area, he integrates 

religious education into his classroom regularly in order to meet the requirements of his school 

board.  

When asked about resources used in her planning of writing, Jennifer mostly focused on 

teacher-generated resources she uses in her classroom. However, toward the end of the interview 

she referenced a board-wide change for the English curriculum when it was updated in 2007. She 

stated: “it's like several years ago that the government did something wise for a change, about the 

whole media unit, right-- because these kids ... I mean, they eat, breathe, sleep media.” This 

speaks to Jennifer’s own background as a journalist, while also positively referencing how the 
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curriculum changed between 1999 and the revised 2007 version. Having this integrated into the 

curriculum provides Jennifer with the opportunity to integrate a more in-depth unit of Media 

Studies since this is an identified strand in the curriculum documents with thorough detail 

matching the specificity within other strands (Oral Communication, Reading and Literature 

Studies, and Writing). She found this particularly helpful when planning for her students with 

lower writing ability, since she could engage them with media-related writing tasks more easily. 

She showed me a variety of student-generated projects in relation to a relevant Media topic, 

which was from another course she taught: the “Literacy class.” Jennifer described these students 

in the OSSLC (Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course) as those who have failed the 

“provincial literacy test, that take it once or twice but if they don’t have it by Grade 12, they have 

to do the course for a whole semester.” Although this is not specifically related to Grade 9 

writing tasks, this example provided me with an idea of how Jennifer uses the curriculum to help 

meet the academic needs of her students.  

OSSLT. Although I never prompted for discussion on the provincial standardized testing 

Grade 10 students must take in Ontario, three of the four English participants, and one French 

participant referenced the OSSLT. In particular, Leslie and Amanda both explicitly spoke about 

helping students to prepare for this provincial assessment, in the form of building their individual 

skills.  

Leslie described how she helps students take on the role of assessor to aid in the process 

of understanding how their writing will be evaluated come Grade 10. When I asked her about 

how students give each other feedback on writing, she explained that: “we kind of talked about 

how the OSSLT divides the opinion essay, or opinion piece, it's not an essay, um 60/40. So 60% 

content, 40% like structure, syntax, grammar, spelling, all that kind of stuff. So we kind of 



	   46	  

discussed about how we would assess it just to get their brains thinking about that.” This strategy 

had direct reference to this Ministry of Education funded assessment, and was used as a means to 

not only improve student performance on the test, but also to help them write more effectively on 

the whole. Josephine also mentioned students having the skills necessary to be effective test-

takers for the OSSLT. She described her students in her French courses over the years: “a lot of 

them really seem to understand that you have to support your written answers with evidence. 

This links really well to our OSSLT.”  

Amanda found that her students in the Applied English stream require ongoing assistance 

in order to be successful at taking the OSSLT. Amanda recalled: “So today, I did an anticipation 

guide, where they had eight questions. They had to pick one, and have a response towards it, and 

just write out a paragraph. So, it's similar to what they would see in the OSSLT Literacy Test 

next year.” Amanda strategically implemented writing tasks in her classroom to help her students 

meet the Ministry of Education requirements outlined through this assessment, admitting that 

she, in a way feels that she has to “teach to the test.” She explained to me her reasoning: 

For the Applieds, I spend a lot more time getting them ready for the literacy test because 

they need it. And it's awful, because nobody ever wants to teach to the test. But, when 

there is so much at stake for this one, graduation, and the fact that when you have 

Applied students, these aren't the kids who love English, these are the kids who generally 

love ‘phys-ed’ and ‘tech’[technology] courses, whether that be cooking or auto, right? Or 

computer design. So, these are the kids, for them to try to take the OSSLC class in grade 

12, it's going to be painful. And to put them through that, it's not going to be fun. 

Amanda believes that since it is more challenging for her students in the Applied stream of 

English to be successful in the OSSLT, she implements opportunities for her students to build the 
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skills and confidence required to better prepare them for this high stakes test. Therefore, it is 

clear how the endorsement of the Ministry of Education’s for the curriculum, expectations and 

assessments, all play a role in teacher decisions surrounding writing instruction within their 

classrooms.  

Academic streaming. While the newest version of the French curriculum does allow for 

different academic levels, or streams, the participants who were French language teachers were 

working within school boards that do not need to fully implement the newer curriculum until 

September 2015. Therefore, the conversations regarding the different streams were unique to the 

English language teacher participants. In particular, two of the four English teachers referenced 

what they do differently in comparing their Academic to their Applied stream classes.  

 When I asked Jennifer to describe a typical day in her English class, she responded with 

“Entertaining.” She continued to elaborate on this idea, by saying: “I have an Applied class this 

semester. I had the academic last semester. So because there's… different needs, basically the 

majority of them, except for two are on IEPs, out of a class of 14.” The class, although smaller in 

size, required a lot of adjusting for Jennifer. She had 12 students out of 14 who had Individual 

Education Plans (IEPs) thus requiring more individualized support. Jennifer also explained that 

her students “can say anything verbally, but they are extremely weak in writing, because it's an 

Applied class.” Amanda also referred to these streams specifically when saying: “if they are in 

the right stream like legitimately in the right stream, then they are where they're supposed to be.” 

Having experience teaching both streams, both Jennifer and Amanda offered an interesting 

comparison between the two. Jennifer explained: “with the Applied class they're not writing it as 

intensely as you would with an academic class, where they do write an essay.” This is similar to 

Amanda’s observations. She explained that at the “Academic level, you don't have the classroom 
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management issue, so you can get through the curriculum, and cover a lot more.” It appears these 

two participants viewed this separation and streaming of students as having an effect on the their 

instructional decisions. 

Implementation of the new curriculum. Adapting and transitioning into the 

implementation of the new curriculum documents only pertained to the French participants. 

Josephine articulated that they, as a department, are “re-thinking: here’s the curriculum, here’s 

the course. What are the kids going to do? … Our curriculum is changing. One might even say 

dramatically so.” Emily, a newer teacher, explained that this discussion surrounding the shift in 

the curriculum, which places more emphasis on oral communication, is finding its way into the 

interview process for teaching positions. She defined her board as “literature-based” and 

according to her, the hiring committees for this board had said: “the new approach you know, in 

French language instruction, where it's very communication-based and etc., how are you going to 

approach literature and writing?” From her experience, Emily found that her board, although it is 

embracing and using the new curriculum, prompts aspiring teachers to continue thinking about 

the other elements of language acquisition, including literature and writing.  

Philippe, however, expressed a bit more concern regarding this transition. He explained 

how he is transitioning his own classes to include more of an emphasis on the oral component: “I 

mean, with that new curriculum, it's more focused on oral than you know, any of the other skills. 

So I'm making sure in my classes, in all my classes, I do oral activities that last up to ... and 

today we've talked for probably about 20, 25 minutes.” This is an instructional adjustment 

Philippe is making and plans to continue as the curriculum becomes fully implemented come 

September 2015. His concern was evident when he articulated the following:  
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I kind of disagree with, with some of what the curriculum says…this says things like, ‘if 

you can speak, then you can read. If you can speak, you can write.’ And I don't 

necessarily agree with that… And find how, you know, getting them to talk and talk and 

talk will help their writing.  

He added a reference to his sister, who has taught in France. He commented: “They’re actually 

going back to grammar because they’re realizing that… the writing is going nowhere.” His 

concerns regarding the shift in curriculum focus has been further confirmed by his sister’s 

experiences with France’s curricular change. 

This revised curriculum emphasizes the need for more oral communication, and as seen 

in the above findings, it is receiving some mixed reviews from current French Immersion 

teachers since the concern remains on ensuring that student writing and reading does not become 

forgotten in the transition. Therefore, the shift these teachers currently find themselves in, and 

the inevitable full implementation of the revised curriculum next fall will continue to have an 

impact on how teachers structure writing and language learning in their classrooms.  

Amalgamation of curriculum strands. Within the English curriculum (OME, 2007) 

there are four distinct strands: Oral Communication, Reading and Literature Studies, Writing, 

and Media Studies. Although the older French curriculum (OME, 1999a) has since been revised, 

it is important to note its strands differ from the updated version, and teachers are transitioning 

between the two. The 1999 version of the French curriculum outlines three strands: Oral 

Communication, Reading, and Writing. However, the newly revised version outlines four 

strands: Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing. Teachers described writing as being used 

across all steams of the curriculum. From brainstorming to assessment, writing was found to be 
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useful in meeting the expectations as outlined in the English strands as well as both versions of 

the French strands.  

 One finding evident across all language contexts was that literature seemed to be the 

organizational cornerstone of the classroom structure. For instance, many participants spoke 

about how their units were divided by which body of literature they were studying at that 

particular moment. Emily’s description of a typical French Immersion class validates this 

finding: “we usually have a book or play on the go, so we're either reading or discussing it or 

doing some sort of activity based around our literature piece for that week or that month… 

Everything's based around that.” This was also similar to what the English teachers described. 

Leslie recalled her own classroom unit structure:  

I had wanted to read Animal Farm with them. Just nice short book, you know, it is cross-

curricular…we talked about history and stuff; but they'd all read it before. So here I am, 

like, ‘Okay what do I do?’ because I had this whole unit planned…So we're going to do a 

comic instead… we're going to read a Gothic novel. 

Teachers of both languages are having their students explore reading and using the writing tasks 

to supplement the literature and demonstrate understanding.  

Philippe, who uses an anthology with broader, more encompassing unit themes such as 

“Courage,” still demonstrated this tendency to use writing as a support for reading. He described 

the following:  

Well I usually relate the writing to something that we've done earlier in class. To the 

reading, for example…some of the written tasks that we do in class, for example, the next 

project will be trying and convince your audience…to do a good deed about environment 
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and so on. And we'll be reading some texts about environment…about challenges…the 

society faces…So it's related to these readings. 

Writing is therefore being viewed as a supporting strand within the curriculum: it helps students 

in practicing and articulating their learning surrounding what they are reading in class. 

While we were discussing the adaptations necessary for integrating the new French 

curriculum, Josephine made reference to how we typically pair the various strands of the 

curriculum. She deduced: “You don’t necessarily have to hear about it and then speak about it. 

And always keep it in the oral domain… we have a tendency to group listening/speaking and 

reading/writing and we don’t have to.” Josephine continued by saying that we could ultimately 

gain a better “cross-pollination” should we explore more combinations of integrating the various 

strands. This holds true for Amanda who did not perceive these strands as entirely separate at all. 

When I asked her about how she perceived writing in comparison to the other strands, she said:  

I am not sure if I see them all being that different because – I mean for a short story for 

example, I mean they have to read the short story. They have to be able to analyze, they 

have to be able to extract information, and they have to be able to look at implicit and 

explicit messages, and be able to write those out. And then, we usually do a sharing 

component, whether it's in the group, or whether it's back to the class, or whether it's 

taking up something. For presentations…they'll write out their ideas, and then they share 

them as a group. 

What Amanda describes is very similar to what Josephine hopes the new curriculum will inspire: 

a seamless integration and amalgamation of all strands. Many participants discussed the co-

dependent nature of reading and writing as skills. For instance, Craig stated: “And the other thing 
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about writing, I think, is…you become a better writer by reading more as well. And not enough 

students I think understand the correlation between the two.”  

 In sum, writing does not happen in isolation within these classrooms. Writing fulfills 

many roles throughout any given lesson and is a support for teachers in the sense that they can 

use writing since it is, as stated by Craig, “also a vehicle for evaluating.” Writing provides 

teachers with the opportunity to check for an individual’s understanding. This specific role of 

writing will be discussed further in more detail near the end of this chapter because it became a 

part of a larger emerging theme of Assessment.  

Forms of writing. As articulated in the English curriculum (2007), “Teachers will 

continue to make professional decisions about which writing forms and language conventions 

they will cover in every course, based on the identified learning needs of the students in their 

classrooms” (p. 18). Within both of the French curriculum documents, forms of writing are made 

clear (OME, 1999a; 2014). In Figure 1, I have outlined a sample of the 1999 curriculum 

expectations, and Figure 2 illustrates a sample of the more detailed, revised version. Since it is at 

the teacher’s discretion, I explicitly asked teacher participants which writing forms they have 

their students explore within their classrooms.  

Figure 1. Excerpt from the older French language curriculum, which illustrates the forms of 
writing explicitly (OME, 1999a, p. 37). 
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Figure 2. Excerpt from the much more detailed, revised version of the French language 
curriculum, which illustrates the forms of writing explicitly referenced within the expectations 
(OME, 2014, p. 270) 
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Both English and French teachers described integrating a variety of writing styles and 

forms into their classrooms. The data collected from the interviews revealed that there were 

notable similarities in terms of writing explored in Grade 9 English and French classes. The 

forms of writing seen across multiple teachers are outlined below in Table 2. Paragraph, journal 

and informal and formal essays, seem to be the most consistent across both languages in terms of 

the writing task itself. Interestingly, the newspaper article was only referenced explicitly twice, 

with both participants being English language teachers. In a similar regard, poetry was 

mentioned by three of the four English teachers.  

Table 2 

Reported Forms of Writing 

 
 
Form of writing 

English participants French participants 

Jennifer Craig Amanda Leslie Josephine Emily Philippe 

Creative Tasks (i.e. Obituary, Legend, etc.) 
 

X      X 

Essay X X X X X   

Informal (Letters, post cards, etc.) 
 

    X X X 

Journal X  X X X X  

Movie Review  X     X 

Newspaper article 
 

  X X    

Paragraph  X X  X X X X 

Poetry X X  X    

Series of Paragraphs 
 

  X   X  

Short Answer X  X   X  

Short Story X X      
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Within the discussions surrounding writing form, conversations also included the use of a 

variety of writing styles. Some teachers, from both language contexts, described using a variety 

of styles as well, including opinion, descriptive, narrative, persuasive and expository writing. 

Most notably, however, opinion-based writing tasks were referenced quite frequently across 

interviews. For instance, Emily explained that she felt a strong need to structure writing for her 

students around opinion since there was an underlying fear of writing for immersion students. 

She claimed that when it is “their own opinion, they’re able to write it down a lot easier.” When 

the writing tasks are not opinion-based, students express apprehension and anxiety. For example, 

Emily imitated their reactions as saying: “I’m going to die,” or “my life is over.” Although this 

seems dramatic, it is not far fetched as students are expressing their fears surrounding writing. 

 The apprehension Emily described mirrors what Amanda depicted for her own students. 

She explained: “I won't make them do formal language, because that will be far too intimidating 

for the Applieds. They won't be able to get out their ideas without being able to use ‘I’ and state 

it as their opinion. That's too much of a leap for them.” Teachers are then adapting the forms of 

writing to suit the needs of their classroom, to make the writing tasks more appropriate to meet 

the needs of the students. 

Summary. The curriculum has played a vital role in framing what the teacher 

participants describe as their writing instruction. Concurrently, other Ministry of Education 

expectations impact the choices teachers are making within their classrooms. Participants 

articulated the influence of the OSSLT, academic streaming, changes in curriculum as well as the 

importance of making writing that little bit more less daunting for apprehensive students. 

Although each teacher articulated a unique combination of student needs, professional opinions, 
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and writing forms, they are ultimately working toward the same goal: helping their students in 

becoming more proficient and efficient writers.  

Individual Teaching Practice 

 In this study, teaching practice relates to the planning process prior to the lesson, the in-

class instruction, instructional strategies, the resources referenced throughout instruction as well 

as the adaptive requirements the teacher must take in order to meet the unique needs of their 

students. Specifically, this section will discuss the findings associated with teacher practice in 

relation to writing instruction. Each teacher articulated their own approach to writing instruction; 

however, the analysis revealed categories such as modeling, scaffolding, gradual release of 

responsibility, clarity in expectations and routine, across all participants. At the end of this 

section, anomalies in the findings will be discussed, as some teachers articulated the individual, 

unique characteristics of their schools, which ultimately informed their teaching practice.  

Establishing the lesson. Participants were asked to draw on their experience to describe 

how they prepare for their lessons involving writing. I further probed into what instruction looks 

like in their classroom when introducing a new form of writing, and inquired into their use of 

instructional models. Participants then elucidated responses regarding their resources, the overall 

structure of their lesson as well as the strategies they found most useful in assisting their students 

in improving their writing. First, I describe the findings connected to the planning of the lesson. 

Second, the overall trend of classroom instruction among participants is illustrated. Third, 

findings in regard to the instructional strategies employed by teachers are listed and explained.  

Planning stage. Two of the most commonly identified resources that were not Ministry 

of Education resources, were the Internet and their own accumulated materials. While searching 

online, teachers explained that they are looking for other teacher websites or classroom spaces. 
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Amanda stated: “I pull from everywhere, for resources. Honestly, I go to the web a lot, and see 

what other teachers are doing, because with the web the way it is now-a-days, so many people 

have their classes on there.” Collaboration has grown with readily available learning spaces 

found online. However, Leslie expressed the danger and downfall of using the Internet as a 

resource. She explained: “I use a lot of resources online, but I find that it's, it's almost more work 

to find something online, maybe a lesson or project, and then having to, make all the changes to 

satisfy the students needs.” Therefore, it is used as a convenient and beneficial resource for ideas, 

while also requiring some additional tweaking from the teacher. It could also be used as a 

resource for students within the classroom. Specifically, Leslie described using an online 

resource No Red Ink to help her students in working on their individual needs for their writing. 

The teacher could use it as both a diagnostic tool and a way to keep record of student 

achievement. This resource is further explored in the next section.  

 For Jennifer and Philippe, both of them explicitly explained that they have made many 

classroom materials themselves. Jennifer explained: “I have my own resources that I’ve 

developed over time.” That is not to say, however, that the planning is complete once those 

resources are accumulated and refined. Rather, Amanda overtly referenced how she does have 

resources, but will not stop adjusting them or improving them for her students. Amanda 

affirmed: “I'm not the teacher that just goes and pulls at the binder that I used last semester, and 

says, ‘Okay, I'm done, I don't have a new prep.’ Because to me, no matter what class you teach 

it's always a new prep.” This reflection and revision of resources is also encompassed by the 

collaboration and sharing among colleagues. Craig, for example, explained that he might use the 

teacher resource accompanying the class textbook, but “after a certain while you collaborate with 

your colleagues and whatever resources they might have.” Collaboration, whether online or in 
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person with school colleagues, was described by many teachers as being within the planning 

process.  

 Additional elements at play, when designing a given lesson or series of lessons, includes 

considering what resources a teacher has readily available to them. Josephine was the only 

participant who outwardly expressed this sense of confinement when talking about resources. 

She illustrated the reality of her situation by saying: “And here is part of the reality: everybody 

has a budget, we already have some books in our shelf, you sort of seek: how can I use or reuse 

these resources? I’d be really glad to do something different. But right now…this is what we’ve 

got. And I’d be glad to buy something different then do something different.” This financial 

limitation on resources available to teachers, and ultimately their students, was an interesting 

comment made by Josephine. I was a little surprised that no other teacher acknowledged any 

other budgeting limitation. Rather, Leslie described the resources she has available to her, being 

at a private school. She stated that “they all have iPads” which are used frequently by students 

since “there’s lots of English games that I’ll have them, if they’ve done all their work they play 

like Wordly Wise or another English type game.” The individual budgeting and resources 

available make for unique situations at each school, and for each teacher; therefore, the focus is 

not on what is available to them, but rather, how have these participants used what’s available to 

them to create the lessons they plan for their students? 

Establishing a foundation. Jennifer said: “I tell them, if you don’t have your foundation, 

you’ve got nothing.” She explained how she has all her students complete a unit on grammar, 

especially those in Grade 9. Amanda mirrored the importance of a grammar basis, along with a 

set routine for her students in the Applied stream. She shared: “So, we start off, and I try to have 

a routine, because these kids need routine and structure a lot. So, I start off, and I do daily 
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grammar. And so, they come in, and they know what to expect, and I have it up on the 

projector.” The grammar, in both of these cases is a way of starting things off; Jennifer starts off 

the year with a whole unit, whereas Amanda starts off the day with a minds-on activity to break 

up the grammar studies. The explicit integration of instruction on grammar is not unique to the 

English participants. Rather, Philippe also explained: “I still do a bit of grammar in my classes. 

You know, I like to do the grammar before moving to something a bit more complex in terms of 

writing.” Again, it is seen as foundational since other writing will continue to build on this. 

When Philippe was explaining what he noticed in his students’ writing, he explained why he has 

his students study grammar in his course. He recalled the following when he was reviewing the 

movie critique: “they mixed up all the tenses, so they go back to the present and so on. So they 

don't have that knowledge, but I think it also comes from the fact that they don't do very much 

grammar in English.” Philippe’s perception of what occurs in the English courses, contradicts 

what the English participants in this study described. Although both language course teachers 

find value in establishing stronger grammar knowledge, there seems to be a disconnection in the 

communication between different language instructors. Still, both English and French teachers 

within this study observed the need to provide their students with this foundational knowledge.  

When students are entering high school, it is difficult to know exactly what previous 

knowledge the students have brought with them from elementary school. Therefore, Grade 9 was 

often described as an especially important time to be establishing a strong foundational 

knowledge of form, within both language contexts. Craig emphasized this importance. He 

explained that “a lot of them coming from grade eight, if they’ve had a good teacher, they would 

– it might be review, but for some of them they’ve never looked at a short story by breaking it 

down; by deconstructing it.” Ensuring that all students are aware of the structures involved in a 
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particular from of writing was seen as important across both language contexts. Amanda 

mirrored this need to revisit topics explored at the elementary level. When speaking about her 

own children, Amanda reflected: “I mean the stuff that she was bringing home in grade one, was 

the stuff that I am still teaching to some of my Applieds because they didn't get it back then.” 

Her students in the Applied English course may have been exposed to grammar instruction in 

their elementary classrooms; however, it is possible that they have not fully grasped the concepts 

necessary for effective application of grammar structures and syntax. Therefore, Amanda felt it 

important to ensure that this base knowledge is sound before asking students to build on their 

learning. 

Contrastingly, Josephine found that the skills necessary for building knowledge were 

already present in Grade 9. She recalled: “my observations… and I’ll call it ‘historically’ …what 

I have seen my kids do and what I have seen the kids come in to Grade 9 with, they have very 

good writing skills. I believe. I observe that.” Since she determines her students to have these 

foundational skills, she believes that it is possible for her to continue to build on these skills and 

do more in her classroom. Ultimately, the goal of the French Immersion program was twofold. 

She felt that in Grade 9, 

We’re doing two things: trying to make them happy, productive, successfully interactive 

citizens of tomorrow who can navigate this world and all of its complexities, which 

includes communication…Multiple communication styles. And then also, give them a 

foundation. So the foundation is what I think can include the elements of the tradition and 

the...I’ll call it more ‘rigid’. There’s nothing wrong with that. You know, you need to 

have-- not everything can be experiment, fluid, personal…I think a balance is where 

we’re at. 
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Josephine asserted that Grade 9 was a time for more structure and foundational knowledge. 

Tasks she described as using for her Grade 11 students would not work in a Grade 9 class, 

because she felt it “doesn't have enough parameters.” Therefore, establishing that balance of 

writing tasks between the more traditional (i.e., literary essays) and the informal (i.e., e-mail 

correspondence) was of importance to her moving forward with her instruction with use of the 

revised curriculum.  

Classroom instruction. Across the interview data collected, three main attributes of 

instruction were found: clarity, modeling and scaffolding. Participants of both language contexts 

stressed the importance of ensuring that students have a good understanding of what is expected 

of them. Jennifer establishes this through providing students with outlines and clear direction. 

When she described her process for introducing the essay, she explained: “actually take an old 

essay and I go through it with them, and I have them, the outline's in front of them. ‘Okay. How 

do we write a good opening paragraph? Take a look at your outline. That's what you need to fill 

in. Now, let's read through this paragraph of this essay,’ and I read the whole essay to them.” The 

participants described models and exemplars as foundational throughout many of the approaches 

to writing. Craig explained that he is “big on demonstrating, and providing exemplars…being 

quite clear on what is expected.” He felt that having those clear expectations allows for students 

to have a better understanding of what exactly the task entails. 

For many participants, it was especially important to break down the writing process and 

demonstrate the gradual release of responsibility within their instruction. Amanda stated:  

I will have them where I will give them a topic. I will give them, you know, we'll pullout 

the information together. So, then we start doing one, like modeling. So it's kind of like 

the, I do, we do, you do. So baby steps again. So we'll do one together as a class, and then 
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I'll say, ‘Okay, now I want you to do one for Enders Game,’ because the information 

there is going to be concrete. 

Amanda transitioned through stages of modeling, assisted modeling, collaborative creation, and 

then the individual creation was the final step. When students are engaging in the individual 

process, she had them all use the same cornerstone: the literature they were currently studying in 

class.  

Emily and Philippe described similar stages to instruction, which included the 

opportunity to brainstorm as a class, and also included an element of teacher feedback. When 

asked how he introduces a new form of writing to his students, Philippe reflected: “So we did a 

brainstorm, and then they made a plan. I gave them feedback on their plan then they made a 

rough draft. I underlined the rough draft, the mistakes, and then they got a chance to, to correct 

it. So it's, you know, leveled basically. They get a lot of chances to improve their writing that 

way.” Writing instruction is scaffolded in order to ensure that students fully understand the 

expectations and elements of a specific form of writing. Notably, this process is utilizing guided 

practice since it involves students in the creation of knowledge: students are co-constructing 

understanding with their teachers through this general model of instruction.  

Individual approaches. When teachers were prompted to identify which writing 

instructional model they use in their teaching practice, only one explicitly referenced a model. 

Craig stated that he uses mostly the writing process model of instruction, as he said his writing 

instruction is “processed based.” Leslie alluded to how she has her students go through the 

“meta-cognitive process” of writing, by having them reflect on their writing. She asks them 

“what was hard, and why was it hard? How can we make this process easier?” One participant in 

particular, Emily, admitted: “To be honest, I don't even know what I would say all the models 
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are.” Although there were limited explicit references to models of writing instruction, each 

teacher articulated the importance of supporting students in their acquisition of knowledge 

surrounding various writing forms. Often, this process included the use of instructional 

strategies.  

Instructional strategies. Instructional strategies are defined as “techniques teachers use 

to help students become independent, strategic learners”(Alberta Learning, 2002, p. 67). 

According to Ontario’s Learning for All document (OME, 2013), instructional strategies have the 

potential to greatly benefit students if teachers use them in an “integrated fashion.” This Ministry 

endorsed teaching technique prompted me to explicitly ask the participants which instructional 

strategies they found most effective in improving student writing.  

After reviewing all of the interviews, the data revealed that teachers employ a wide 

variety of instructional strategies within their classroom to assist students in improving their 

writing. When Emily provided her students with feedback, she consistently used a specific 

symbolic legend, which was explicitly taught to students. When they review their own feedback, 

they use the symbol chart to better understand the feedback. This exemplified when she 

explained: “I'll hand the symbol chart out to them, and they'll you know, kind of match up the 

symbols to what I wrote on their writing, and they'll make their little corrections, etc. And they 

also, anytime we do peer editing, they're using those symbols.” Having a consistent reference for 

students was a strategy also utilized by Josephine. She explained that she uses a “sort of self-

checklist” so students can monitor and reflect on their own writing. These resources are 

consistently used in classroom and are used frequently by students.   

Peer editing specifically appeared across almost all interviews as an instructional strategy 

used and liked by participants. In Craig’s classroom, he described that his students “Peer-edit… 
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we would have…a revision day. So bring in your rough drafts, we’ll look at them together.” This 

is similar to Josephine who has her students “not just edit, but evaluate.” Giving students the 

opportunity to reflect on how to grade and experience what it’s like to look critically at someone 

else’s work, is beneficial according to the participants in this study. In harmony with that, some 

participants spoke about involving students in the creation of the evaluation pieces and utilizing 

them as a tool to improve writing. For example, Amanda explained that, “if I'm going to do a 

rubric with a class generally we make it up together. So, as an instructional strategy the more that 

you can get them involved in what they are working on, and coming up with a criteria, the better 

the work will be.” Josephine’s usage of rubrics parallels Amanda’s response, since she has her 

students “looking at an achievement chart, or rubrics…and comparing [student] work.” The use 

of rubrics and achievement carts corresponds to the importance of having those clear 

expectations outlined in the instruction itself. These tools also relate to the notion of involving 

students in the evaluation process so that they can ultimately better understand feedback or a 

specific grade they had received.  

Both Jennifer and Josephine articulated the role of individualized, face-to-face 

interactions with students in relation to their writing. Jennifer explained that her “one-on-one 

consultation with each of her students” is “another important step” she takes as she scaffolds her 

writing instruction. Josephine echoed this vital role of personal and targeted interaction, as she 

excitedly explained that she has her students participate in “writing conferences” since they are 

“personal and one-on-one.” Although it is a big investment of time, since in a class of 30 

students, even taking 5 minutes with each student, you are committing 300 minutes of classroom 

time, these teachers felt it worth the investment to ensure that each student has an equal, 

individualized opportunity to ask questions, receive feedback, and grow as a writer.  
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Specific limitation. When Josephine was speaking about her instructional strategies to 

help her students, she made an interesting point since the focus in the revised curriculum has 

changed. She said: “What are my supports in the classroom [for writing]? There aren’t as many 

as before. Their writing supports in the classroom have become…‘what are we doing to support 

the oral?’” This links back to what she described as the “Suzuki style music acquisition” where 

Josephine elaborated: “if you can hear it, you can sing it, if you can sing it, you can play it, if you 

can play it then you can end up understanding it on the page, and you can read the notes and then 

you can have the inverse process.” Therefore, she makes the strong point of acknowledging that 

although the instructional strategies designed for writing may seem to decrease as she 

implements the revised curriculum, that is not to say that students will not be benefitting from 

instructional strategies targeted for improving the oral communication. This reciprocal notion of 

instructional strategies intended for oral language improvement is not a concept unique to the 

French Immersion classroom; nevertheless, the change in focus outlined in the curriculum 

prompted Josephine to recognize how the strategies may be connected.  

Teacher resources as artifact findings. Within the recruitment letter, teachers were 

requested to provide a copy of an artifact that depicts their writing instruction. Although not all 

participants provided a copy of their teaching materials, many of them referenced specific 

resources they use in their classroom. These resources included various anthologies, textbooks, 

novels and technology related software.  

Electronic resources. Two of the younger participants, Leslie and Emily, described 

software available to themselves and their students through use of technology. Leslie, for her 

English students described using an online website called No Red Ink (For a screenshot of the 

software, please see Appendix L). She explained that this software provides the teacher with the 
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opportunity to “set up your classroom online and then add your students. And then you can 

create tests.” This program provides the teacher with the opportunity to keep track of individual 

student success, as it provides the teacher, and the students with a detailed report. You can select 

specific writing tasks for students, or have them practice a specific writing skill. Leslie also had 

her students using iPads. Specifically, she referenced using Wordly Wise, Flash Cards and 

Letroca, which are Aps she has her students use when they have completed their work. These 

Aps allow for students to engage in game-like activities while also practicing their language 

skills.   

Emily also uses technological software to help her students practice French outside of the 

classroom walls. Emily described DuoLingo as being “language learning software” she initially 

used for herself, as she was trying to learn German (for screenshots of this software, please see 

Appendix M). This software is individualized in nature, where students take a placement, or 

diagnostic-styled test in order to challenge them at an appropriate level. It monitors not only their 

individual growth, but also helps the teacher monitor whether or not students are engaging in 

learning outside of French class. DuoLingo mimics social media in the sense that you can add 

“friends” (your students) to view their progress tree. Emily also explained that students enjoy it 

due to its game-like nature. Students “earn XP points” which helps them “level up.” This 

software is used to help students in practicing their French, from vocabulary to verb tenses, while 

also engaging them in the individual learning process.  

Textbook resources. Philippe and Craig both referenced specific teacher and student 

versions of textbooks for their students. Philippe shared his use of an anthology of text (for an 

example of this anthology, please see Appendix N). With his Grade 9 students, he uses this 

Anthologie: Passeport vers la littératie to structure some of the units he plans for his students. 
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Within this text, there are explicitly referenced reading strategies (for example, “visualizing” and 

“making connections”), and a variety of texts (for example, “literary” and “informational”).  

Craig referenced a similar, English textbook used in his classrooms, Sightlines 9 (for an 

example of this textbook, please see Appendix O). This resource is two fold: Craig mentioned 

that when he uses the “Sightlines textbook there’s generally a teacher resource” which 

accompanies the class set. The student version contains a variety of literary texts, including short 

stories. This supplementary teaching resource provides teachers with background information, 

connections to curriculum, as well as student response ideas (including some writing prompts).  

Non-writing specific resources. As previously mentioned, many teachers described using 

literature as a means to prompt student writing. Throughout the interviews, many of the teachers 

mentioned which literary work they study in class at the Grade 9 level. Some of these pieces 

include Zone by Michel Dubé, Monster by Walter Dean Myers, Shakespeare’s Romeo & Juliet, 

and Ender’s Game by Orson Scott Card (for a sample of these texts, see Appendix P). These 

literary works were used by teachers to elicit written responses, sometimes in the form of content 

questions, paragraph writing, and also as springboard for essay writing. For Emily, she used a 

document discovered in an online search for literature circles and has used this teacher resource 

from Quebec (Appendix Q) to stimulate discussions and written responses to literature being 

studied in class.  

Meeting student needs. All seven teachers expressed the need to ensure that they are 

meeting the needs of their students. This category within the larger theme of Teaching Practice 

includes meeting specific educational needs as well as the individual needs of students outside of 

academia, which ultimately assists students in becoming more engaged and motivated within the 

classroom.  
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As previously discussed, Josephine and Jennifer meet the writing needs of their students 

through use of one-to-one conferencing within the class. They work with students on an 

individual level in order to address specific needs of each student. This is similar to how Emily 

approaches giving feedback to students. As one example, Emily had her students hand in 

personal journals, throughout which she gives constructive feedback. In another instance, she 

provides them with a workshop day, where students direct themselves throughout set up stations, 

in order for students to target their own specific writing needs (i.e., vocabulary, verb tenses, 

transitioning, etc.). Emily explained: “It's about making it individual which is hard…like I said, 

they each have their own struggles within writing. Finding a way to do that, which I find stations 

works well, and I also find the journals work well.” Those two strategies, specific feedback and 

workshop days, are how Emily approaches the targeted support for her students in order to meet 

their individual needs.  

For Craig, meeting student needs means adapting the daily lesson. This includes 

rethinking his own expectations for his students, while also starting at a different point in the 

knowledge acquisition journey. He stated:  

If I have a group that I know struggles with writing at all, I might not start by writing the 

way we might think of it; necessarily looking for that finished product. I might have to 

start with simpler things like you know here’s a subject, here’s a predicate, every 

sentence should have a noun, every sentence should have a verb, you need capital letters. 

So it just depends on the level of the student right? 

All teacher participants articulated this academic adjustment, which occurs to meet the needs of 

their students. However, sometimes the adjustment does not stem from the academic level or 

expectation, but rather in order to provide a more inviting and supporting learning environment 
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for specific students. When students have specific, identified needs, such as anxiety or 

depression, sometimes that requires an instructional shift as well. Amanda recalled a request 

from a parent, which exemplified this scenario:  

This one parent said to me -- and it was a really good thought. She's like, ‘You know 

what, we need something that's uplifting.’ And I thought, you know what, she is right. So, 

that's what I did… I had a parent complain that some of the short stories were a little 

depressing, and her son struggles with depression anxiety, and coming to school was a 

chore for him. And then when he does come to school, and we read something like The 

Dog Who Wanted to Die, you know, he has a hard time just getting past the title. So, I 

was really trying to find some uplifting stories, and it's hard. It's really hard to find some 

uplifting inspirational stories for the Grade 9 level. 

This adjustment in the classroom plan was inspired by the unique needs of one student, as 

identified by the parent, but provided Amanda with the opportunity to reflect on the implications 

of reading such a text. Giving this student a better access to the classroom, through a change in 

the class reading material, could potentially provide the student with more engagement in the 

other elements of the classroom, which includes writing tasks.  

Unique characteristics. Since each student has individual needs, it is also important to 

identify how the unique characteristics of the learning environment impact student engagement 

and classroom instruction. Specifically, Josephine explained that her school has a distinctive 

population. She stated: “our school is a little unique. We have the IB [International 

Baccalaureate] program. So our IB students, almost always are mixed in with the Ontario 

curriculum. And, we have to… make the classes flow.” This additional element impacts how 
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teachers at this particular school, structures their lessons. Josephine was the only participant who 

articulated that her school has the IB program.  

Leslie also articulated how her teaching situation is distinct from many other teachers in 

Ontario. She noted throughout the interview the benefits and challenges of having an extremely 

small class. Specifically when we spoke about meeting individual student need, Leslie shared a 

positive aspect: “What's nice about being in a private school is, I really have that control over 

that. So, um, I, I can really tailor things to what's really going to interest them…What's going to 

engage them. What's going to get them writing and thinking and creating.” Her small class size 

allows her to get to know each of her students on a more personal level. With this constant one-

on-one opportunity, Leslie expressed the benefit of being able to adapt things to meet each of 

their needs.  

Another element expressed exclusively from French teacher participants is the impact a 

student’s first language has on the classroom learning. Philippe expressed the impact the 

knowledge of student first language, in this case English, has on his own teaching. When 

students are having a hard time grasping concepts or elements of grammar, he admits that one 

strategy he uses is to “explain the English grammar” prior to teaching the French. Additionally, 

he described how “if it's two, non-native [English] speakers trying to communicate in French, 

sometimes it can make it hard as well to understand each other.” This linguistic barrier adds to 

the complexity of the learning environment, when students are trying to interact with one another 

and the communication is unclear. In Emily’s class, she sees students using the skills they have 

acquired from their first language in assisting them in their writing. When she has them do 

station-work, she said that students decide which station to attend based on this previous 

knowledge. She explained: “And some of them, like they know. They're like, I can write just 
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fine. Because they write fine in English. So they're like, I don't need to go to the paragraph 

writing one, like I know how to do that type of stuff, I know how to write, I just don't know how 

to spell in French.” Students are therefore able to identify where their weaknesses lie: in the 

writing skills, or in the development of the French language specifically. 

Summary. In summary, the data from the teacher interview and artifact analysis 

demonstrated how teachers plan, implement and adapt their instruction of writing. Although they 

all have a different set of students before them, and a unique set of resources available to them, 

many of the participants used similar instructional strategies to assist their learners. Overall, the 

seven participants expressed the importance of adapting and modifying daily curriculum in order 

to best meet the needs of their students.  

Assessment 

 Within this section, the theme of Assessment will be discussed in relation to two specific 

roles: the evaluation of writing, and writing as a tool for assessment. First, I will illustrate the 

findings surrounding the different kinds of writing evaluations: assessment for learning, 

assessment as learning, and assessment of learning. Assessment for learning relates to the more 

diagnostic and pre-learning evaluations that students complete. Assessment as learning is 

ongoing and often involves students assessing their own work. Assessment of learning is the 

more summative assessment, where students demonstrate their learning at the end of a unit or 

term. Second, I will share the findings in relationship to how writing is perceived as a tool to 

evaluate understanding of other curriculum strands or topics within the classroom (i.e., content 

knowledge). Assessment, in all of its forms was found consistently across language contexts and 

was discussed in each interview in some capacity.   
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The evaluation of writing. Throughout all interviews, participants discussed the role of 

assessment within their classrooms. Specifically, participants spoke of the diagnostic, assistive 

and evaluative roles in measuring students’ abilities surrounding writing, which map on to 

Assessment for/as/of learning. 

Assessment for learning. Prior to having students engage in a writing task, participants 

described getting to know the current level of their students, as they are new to high school, and 

coming from a variety of elementary feeder schools. In Leslie’s English class, she uses the online 

tool of No Red Ink to check in with her student’s writing abilities. She described how: “It's a 

really good tool for assessment for learning in that you really narrow down, like, ‘oh we don't 

need to do contractions cause you guys have that. But we do need to do pluralization.’” Using 

this online software allows for Leslie to gauge where her students are at prior to a lesson, to 

make sure her students have the foundational knowledge necessary to move forward. This echoes 

Emily’s planning at the beginning of each term. She stated: “I'll get them to do a diagnostic. 

They'll usually write something, they usually do diagnostic of all four scales [Reading, Writing, 

Listening, Speaking] within that first week.” This preliminary assessment is useful in ensuring 

that the lesson is within reach of her students. Also within this first week, Emily introduces her 

“symbol chart.” She explains that her students “kind of match up the symbols to what [she] 

wrote on their writing, and they'll make their little corrections.” This task of revision familiarizes 

her students with this assessment learning tool, which she uses throughout the year, since 

students then improve on their diagnostic assessment.  

 Assessment as learning. Throughout the learning process, students are encouraged to 

reflect, revise and rewrite. Many participants spoke about how they structure this important 

element of writing within their classrooms. In Craig’s English class he tells them: “So bring in 
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your rough drafts, we’ll look at them together.” This not only models for students how to 

practice writing drafts in writing, but it also allows for Craig to gain an understanding of how his 

students are doing. This step might also include something he expressed as really important: “A 

lot of feedback, timely feedback is important. And feedback can take on like a very general; like 

a lot of you aren’t doing this, and it also I think has to be specific to the student as well.” 

Providing students with feedback helps them in improving their writing, especially if they will be 

working on multiple drafts of a given essay.  

 Giving students the opportunity to also see how they will be evaluated helps them in the 

reflective process of learning. For instance, Amanda described how she helps them prepare for 

the mandatory provincial literacy test: “For the stuff of the literacy test, I'll use the actual rubrics 

that are on the literacy test to get them used to seeing here's how I am going to be marked, here's 

what they're looking for.” Here, Amanda is describing how she models for students using rubrics 

as a tool. This is a useful assessment as learning tool for learners as it is a reference point for 

them as writers. 

Although giving written feedback can be time consuming, most of the teacher 

participants spoke about the important role feedback plays in improving student writing. 

However, Philippe described how ultimately, students need to meet the teacher half way and take 

the feedback into account. He explained: 

I find they're not very good at taking into account the feedback, actually. Like a lot of the 

time, there's some of them who are going to read what I've written, for example, on the, 

the plans. And not change something when I've advised to, you know, to change it… I 

find there's, you know, the very good students will do it. 
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The learning process in improving one’s own writing is therefore seen as a two-way street, where 

the teacher provides the support and feedback required to help students in developing their 

writing skills, and students have to willingly listen or read the feedback and apply the suggested 

changes. Perhaps, another element at play is the general student understanding of what the 

feedback is saying; however, participants never discussed this.  

Assessment of learning. In an English class, there is of course written assignments and 

tests completed by students which teachers evaluate. From his experience, Craig admitted that he 

finds “writing clearly the easiest to evaluate.” Although it is easier to perhaps collect and use as 

artifacts to depict student understanding, that is not to say that it is simple. For example, Jennifer 

expressed the need to give detailed and specific feedback to each student’s final assignments for 

units. She explained: “When I mark, I mark, because to me, if they're not ... if you don't give 

them the input they need, if you don't give them the input, how are they going to improve?” She 

felt that this detailed, written feedback on student work was essential in promoting student 

growth and learning. This is similar to what Emily described as doing on a smaller scale for her 

students and their written journals. She described her journal writing structure: “I collected the 

journals every week, and then what I ended up starting to do with them halfway through the 

semester was okay, I'm still collecting them every week, but star the one from the week that you 

want me to go through and correct.” Emily would then take the journals home, with the indicated 

“star” beside the one entry students chose to have evaluated, over the weekend and provided 

students with the feedback by Monday. Emily admitted that it requires quite a bit of time with a 

full class, but it gave her the chance to check-in with every student: “It gives me a chance, at 

least once a week, to give them individual feedback on their writing rather than doing group 
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class lessons, hoping everyone gets it.” Feedback, then, plays a vital role in a teacher’s 

evaluation of student learning and growth.  

Unique perspective. While conversing about assessment and providing students with 

feedback, Emily shared an element that was not referenced by any other participant. She 

explained that at her board, they use “evidence records” which is “essentially a visual 

representation of all of their assessments.” The characteristics of this evaluation tool include 

providing students with a graph-like representation of their progressing by marking a “plot” on a 

record indicating the student’s assessment of a particular assignment or task. Assessment in her 

board is evaluated mostly on “most recent, most consistent marks,” as opposed to an average 

grade. These unique characteristics of Emily’s board, frame the various forms of assessment in 

her classroom.  

 Again in reference to the change in French curriculum, Josephine reflected on what we 

consider to be “writing” and in determining what we are evaluating specifically. Since Josephine 

felt that her pedagogy surrounding writing instruction was in the process of adapting in response 

to revised curriculum, Josephine contemplated what writing instruction’s focus will be moving 

forward. In her reflection, she contemplated the following:  

Of course, there is a place to evaluate accuracy and accuracy of language production 

especially in the written form. We have an achievement chart. It’s got performance and 

content standards. We certainly are seeking a representation of accurate language 

production, certainly in the application format, or the application strand. Umm…that 

being said… So what is the definition of writing? Is it: the traditional more restrictive 

maybe even… more rigid, essay style? Where really all that could be considered ‘good’ 

is correct, accurate, complete language structures without absolutely accurate spelling 
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and every use correct. Or, do we accept that it is the year 2015; language reflects the 

milieu and the medium? 

Josephine poses some interesting questions for instructors within the French Immersion program. 

Not only are teachers finding the balance between tradition and informal writing forms, but they 

are also navigating exactly how to evaluate the different forms of writing.  

Writing as a form of assessment. Through the data analysis process, the role of writing 

became multidimensional and complex. Teachers described using assessment of writing 

specifically to ensure that students were employing proper grammar, verb tenses, specific 

elements of a particular form of writing; however, teachers also articulated how writing was used 

as a tool in order to assess other elements of the language curriculum. This was more explicitly 

stated in interviews with English teachers; however, crossover between written tasks and 

literature was made apparent in some French interviews as well.  

 In the words of Craig, writing is “also a vehicle for evaluating.” He expressed how much 

easier evaluating the strand of writing was in comparison to oral communication. Craig stated: “I 

find that writing takes up a huge component of how I evaluate.” This was not unique to his 

classroom. Rather, Jennifer also explained how she has students complete written tests and 

assignments. She explained: “I need to know that they’re understanding.” These smaller, written, 

check-ins are utilizing writing as a means to communicate understanding. Amanda also 

articulated how, in order to assist her students in the Applied English class, they “do a lot of 

short answer to get them through the book.” Therefore, we are seeing writing used again as a 

means to not only demonstrate understanding of content, but to also build the understanding of a 

book’s content.  



	   77	  

 Although the French teachers did not explicitly reference using writing to evaluate other 

strands, we do see how writing is used in response to other tasks. For instance, Josephine 

describes writing as “more follow-up.” When asked about the choice of her school to eliminate 

one literary piece from the French course, she elaborated: “I’m filling that space of the daily 

curriculum with shorter reading articles, followed up by, um, more oral. And then a follow up of 

writing.” Philippe uses writing as a part of a larger literacy circle style of instruction. As he 

explained about the resources students use within the classroom, he said: “I also use short novels, 

where I do-- they do…literary groups. So four kids will read the same novel, and they'll be 

involved in listening… in writing as well.” Therefore we can see that the French classes will also 

use writing as a means for students to express their learning on what was discussed or read in 

class, where writing is used a means to support and evaluate student learning.  

 Summary. In conclusion, the theme of Assessment was founded on two roles: the 

evaluation of writing, and writing as the tool for evaluation. The teachers within this study 

described how they collect work from their students to serve as a diagnostic of writing ability. 

They also explained the importance of providing support to students in the form of conferences, 

written feedback, work-stations, and graphic tools (for example, rubrics), whereas students are 

able to improve their work. The interview data also revealed how some teachers perceive writing 

to be a tool, or vehicle, to assist in the evaluation of other curricular strands.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the thematic findings from this study. Although each teacher 

found themselves in unique classroom environments, many similarities were found within each 

teacher’s described approach to writing instruction. The four themes emerging from the data 

were: (1) Perceived Individual Experiences and Beliefs Informing Practice, (2) Role of the 
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Curriculum, (3) Individual Teaching Practice, and (4) Assessment. Findings from the data 

collected and in turn analyzed, demonstrated how both English and French language teachers 

instruct writing at the Grade 9 level, and how they work toward enhancing student-writing 

abilities. All teachers described a variety of written forms and styles explored within their 

classrooms, and they also shared the effective instructional strategies they employ within their 

language learning environments. Forms of assessment were present in all interviews and were 

used as a tool to not only improve student writing, but to also aid the teacher in assessing student 

understanding of other strands in the curriculum.  
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Chapter 5  

Discussion	  

 The purpose of this study was to explore the writing pedagogies and perspectives of 

Grade 9 English and French Immersion language teachers. Four themes emerged from the data, 

and were discussed in Chapter 4. The first theme, which frames the other three, was Perceived 

Individual Experiences and Beliefs Informing Practice. The second and third themes were Role 

of the Curriculum and Individual Teaching Practice. The fourth theme, Assessment, was an 

unanticipated finding. I had not expected the participants to speak of writing as a tool for 

assessment since I did not prompt the teachers to describe how they evaluated student writing, or 

how they used writing to evaluate other elements of the curriculum. In this chapter, I discuss the 

findings as they correspond with the research questions and the relevant research, which was 

previously cited in Chapter 2. The first two research questions individually examined each 

interview and participant data. The third research question comprised two analytical components: 

(a) how do teacher perspectives compare within each language-learning environment, and (b) 

how do teacher perspectives compare between the English and French Immersion classroom 

environments? Within this section, I divide my discussion of the findings by the foundational 

research questions. Specifically, I will first discuss the instructional writing approaches described 

by teachers through two lenses, being the similarities and differences across language contexts. 

Second, I will discuss the function and role of writing through the same two lenses. In sum, I aim 

to structure the following discussion using the third research question (how do perspectives of 

teachers within and between language contexts compare?) to frame the first two research 

questions. Then, I conclude this thesis by discussing the significance of the findings, the 

limitations of this study, and my suggestions for future research.  
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Connection to Research Questions  

 Regardless of the course being taught, all participants discussed how their own learning 

and beliefs shaped the atmosphere of their classrooms and the professional decisions they have 

made instructionally. This notion of individual experience shaping and molding the choices 

being made on a daily basis by these teachers, served as an underlying current, which ebbed and 

flowed throughout each interview. Participants often used phrases such as “I believe” and “I 

think,” demonstrating how they integrate their own perceptions into their classrooms. This aligns 

with research (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992), which concluded that individual teacher beliefs 

inform decisions and pedagogical practice. With his or her own individual experience and beliefs 

as their foundation, teachers described how they created, implemented and adapted their 

instruction to ultimately reach the same goal: to improve student writing. 

 Instructional writing approaches. The role teacher beliefs play in their instructional 

practices aligns with Kennedy’s (1998) findings from a longitudinal case study, which found that 

teachers’ ideas about writing instruction were affected by the integration of beliefs about 

teaching, learning and the nature of the subject matter itself. Within this section, I will discuss 

the nature of instruction, writing instruction models, instructional strategies and forms of writing. 

Fang’s (2006) meta-analysis of research demonstrated the connection between individual 

theories and classroom practice. In particular, Fang (2006) referenced multiple researchers 

(Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Shavelson, 1983; Shavelson & Stern, 1981) who suggest that teachers’ 

beliefs act “as a filter through which a host of instructional judgments and decisions are made” 

(p. 51). Although much of the research in this area of individual teacher beliefs focuses on the 

theoretical orientations of literacy, it is important to highlight the correlation between teacher 
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beliefs and practices. As stated in Rossi (2014, p. 30), “even today research on orientations 

towards writing remains far less common” (McCarthey & Mkhize, 2013).  

Nature of instruction. The first main element germane to the nature of writing instruction 

was the influence of participants’ personal beliefs and experiences. Whether it was from their 

experiences as learners, or as they gained experiences as professionals, these moments 

influenced their instruction of writing. In particular, Jennifer constantly pulled in her experience 

as a journalist. She referred to the importance of having specific criteria to meet (for example, 

she established specific number of words required in writing tasks) and stated that she thought it 

essential that teachers gain experience outside of academia prior to teaching. This connection 

between prior professional experience was evident in her classrooms structure: she had her 

students work toward publication, and she also had some of her older, more struggling writers, 

engage in learning through use of editorial comics to prompt interpretations of events while 

ultimately creating editorial comics of their own. Jennifer was then pulling on not only her 

interests and experiences, but also her area of expertise to make her classroom more engaging. 

She spoke about the incorporation of Media Studies within the curriculum, and felt that it was a 

strong addition since students “eat, sleep and breathe” media.  

Additionally, the role of personal beliefs in instructional decisions was clear in the French 

participants. Philippe recalled his own experience learning English, having French as his first 

language, and explained that he taught grammar because it helped him learn a second language. 

Another interesting reason for his integration of grammar lessons stemmed from his belief that 

the students he had in his French course, were not getting a strong grammar foundation in their 

English courses. So, he found he was teaching them the grammar in English so that they could 

better apply this knowledge into their French language learning.  
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The second foundational component of instruction, which was commonly noted by 

participants, was the importance of supporting the learning process of their students. The 

Ministry of Education endorses this instructional practice, which is termed “scaffolding” 

(Bruner, 1978; Vygotsky 1978), through its document entitled Growing Success (2010). The 

teacher participants described how they model, demonstrate and have their students try a variety 

of writing forms. Many of them described using this sequence of support to effectively introduce 

students to new forms for writing. For instance, Leslie provided students with exemplars, and 

Jennifer used sample essays to help students see what was expected of them. This aligns with 

Graham and Perin (2007) who suggested that providing students with models is one of the ways 

to help students improve their writing. Craig alluded to the gradual release of responsibility 

model, as described by Pearson and Gallagher (1983), when he described the instruction moving 

from a Socratic approach to “a transfer of me leading to them leading.” This again supports the 

idea of scaffolding, as there is a gradual release of the support, in this case from the teacher, 

where students are becoming more competent writers (Collin, Brown, & Newman, 1989).  

 French teachers. An additional factor, which influenced the instruction of the French 

teachers, derived from the very nature of a French Immersion-learning environment: learning a 

second language. The correlation and transfer between first and second language learning is well 

supported by research. Often, in French Immersion learning, students exhibit a distinct 

integration of their first language (L1) on their second language (L2). The French participants 

referenced the impact a student’s first language knowledge has on their second language. In 

particular, Emily described how students identify their own writing abilities by first 

acknowledging whether or not they write well in English. This practice supports the borrowing 

of skills, which students bring to their L2 classroom. Emily and Philippe both described using 
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English to help students improve their French, although the impact of the first language is often 

not a positive one. The term of “interlanguage” was first introduced by Selinker (1972), and has 

since been supported in second language research (i.e., Lyster, 1987). I have heard many 

students refer to this phenomenon as frenglish. Interlanguage, then is a middle stage in language 

development where mastery is not yet achieved. Students are then still relying on syntax, 

semantics, morphology and phonics from L1 (Lyster, 1987; Selinker, 1993). Although the 

teachers suggested that they include explicit instruction of grammar, this contradicts some 

research. Lyster (1987) does not suggest the sudden implementation of grammar lessons in order 

to rectify the interlanguage errors between English and French, as he found his students 

continued to make the same errors due to a fossilization of the inaccuracies. Instead, a 

deconstruction and reconstruction of the language learning might be more productive.  

Also unique to the French participants was this state of transition due to the revised 

curriculum. When Philippe was describing his use of grammar instruction, he seemed almost 

defensive about the topic. Perhaps this is due to the nature of the revised curriculum, which 

states:  

Teaching language as a system of disconnected and isolated components gives learners 

some knowledge of the language, but does not allow them to use the language effectively. 

In contrast, communicative and action-oriented approaches to teaching French put 

meaningful and authentic communication at the centre of all learning activities (OME, 

2014, p. 9).  

This friction between curriculum expectations, beliefs and practice seemed clear, and Philippe 

openly stated that he did not agree with all that the curriculum states. Contrastingly, Josephine 

seemed eager to adapt her teaching practice in regard to writing instruction. She critiqued her 
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past practice and contemplated whether or not writing accuracy was a fundamental goal of the 

French Immersion program. Still, she remained that “balance” had to be achieved between the 

traditional ways of teaching French where the emphasis is on accuracy and formality, and the 

revised expectations for the program, which encourages communication and building confident, 

competent language speakers.  

 Models of instruction. Although I had hoped to see which instructional models teachers 

were using to teach writing, only one participant referred to a specific model. Craig described 

using a process-based approach to writing instruction. Other participants, however, did describe 

using process-related means of teaching writing. Emily explicitly stated: “To be honest, I don’t 

even know what I would say all the models are.” Similarly, Amanda and Leslie described using 

different models, without explaining which ones they might use. They did, however, describe 

throughout the interview elements of the process writing approach, which Atwell (1998) defines 

as engaging students in the cyclical process of planning, writing, conferencing, and revising. 

Some participants like Josephine, explained the role of conferences with students, while others 

highlighted the importance of drafts and revision. This approach is supported by the literature, as 

Graham and Perin’s (2007) meta-analysis found that using a process approach had positive 

effects on students’ writing. However, other interventions, such as strategy instruction, have 

greater effect sizes (Graham & Perin, 2007). The explicit instruction of writing strategies to 

assist students in planning, revising and editing their writing can help students with facilitating 

their own improvement. This finding is also congruent with that of Wahleithner (2013) who 

found that many of the high school teachers in her study were using the process approach. 

Although other evidence-based models of instruction might help students in improving their 

writing, especially those with learning disabilities (for example, the Self-Regulated Strategy 
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Development model; Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011), process writing was the most prominent 

finding from participant answers.   

 The lack of responses explicitly citing models of instruction when prompted brings into 

question whether or not teachers received education on writing instruction in their pre-service 

program. Additionally, it is unclear whether or not writing instruction models are included in 

professional development opportunities for teachers. Although I did not anticipate this to be a 

finding, other research has noted this disconnect between preservice programs and teaching. The 

National Writing Project (NWP) and Nagin (2006) noted that in the United States, few teacher 

programs require courses to prepare teachers for writing instruction. NWP and Nagin (2006) 

juxtaposed that most teacher programs, however, do require courses to prepare teachers in 

teaching reading. Thomas (2000) supports this claim, in stating that most teachers “were never 

educated to teach writing” (p. 40). Although these findings are generated from United States, it 

seems to hold true for Canadian educators as well, particularly those from Ontario, as the 

majority of the participants within this study received their teacher education from educational 

institutions within Ontario.  

 Instructional strategies. Consistently across interviews, it became clear that every 

teacher employed a wide variety of instructional strategies to support the learning and writing of 

their students. Participants frequently mentioned peer editing as being a preferred instructional 

strategy in helping students not only practice their editing, but also as a means for students to 

gain perspective on what other students were writing. Providing students with feedback and this 

expressed value in peer editing mirrored findings in Peterson and McClay (2010), who also 

interviewed Canadian teachers. Although their study sampled teachers of Grades 4 through 8, 

many of their findings mirror that of this study. For instance, Peterson and McClay (2010) 
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conclude that their participants viewed writing as a social practice, although the process is 

individual. This social aspect stems from the collaboration and feedback received from both 

teacher and student. As Emily and Jennifer explained, providing written, individualized feedback 

for each student is very time consuming, therefore having supports in place to provide students 

with feedback from other sources is important in assisting students in growing as writers.   

 English teachers. Many English teachers reported using graphic organizers with their 

students. Amanda recalled using them frequently with her students in the Applied English 

course, and Leslie used them since she found her students needed a more formulaic model for 

writing. Jennifer also described using planners with her students. These also serve as check-ins, 

so that teachers can circulate and ensure that students are on the right track. The prevalence and 

utilization of these tools are similar to findings of Wahleithner (2013), who reported that all eight 

of her participants described using some form of graphic organizer in writing instruction. 

Notably, some of her participants focused on using the graphic organizer to help students with 

structuring any given form of writing. This strategy is useful for students as they navigate the 

pre-writing stage of writing process (Graham & Perin, 2007).  

Writing forms. Across both language contexts, the most frequently articulated forms of 

writing included essays, paragraphs, and journals. Amanda and Emily explained that they have 

their students complete a series of paragraphs as a replacement for the essay, since completing a 

full essay might be too much to ask of their students. Amanda’s students in the Applied English 

course were described as needing the support and the slow progression through writing tasks. 

Emily also utilized the informal language within the series of paragraphs in her classroom 

because in a second language-learning environment, she felt that a formal essay would be too 

demanding of students. Furthermore, this allowed for students to incorporate their own opinion 



	   87	  

and approach writing less hesitantly since they were not overwhelmed with the task of balancing 

formal language within their second language. Amanda and Emily set these expectations to 

effectively meet the needs of their students. They provide their students with tasks within what 

Vygotsky labeled as the individual zones of proximal development (ZPD) of the students 

(Vygotsky, 1978). This provides students with an opportunity to explore a structure of writing 

without having to balance too many cognitively demanding tasks, thus permitting them to stay 

engaged within the task. This maps on well to Cognitive Load Theory (Paas et al., 2003), which 

suggests that teachers should aim not to overload cognitively their students with an 

overwhelming demand on a student’s working memory. When students can use their opinion as a 

vehicle to explore a structure, they can pick up the pen a little less hesitantly as they begin the 

writing process.  

 English teachers. All four English teachers reported studying the form of the essay with 

their students. Two teachers explicitly referenced exploring the short story, while the other two 

mentioned the newspaper article. I was surprised that not all teachers mentioned the newspaper 

article, as it is a required element of the OSSLT, and many of them had mentioned supporting 

students in preparing for this large-scale assessment. The English curriculum (OME, 2007) 

encourages teachers to incorporate a variety of forms and styles of writing. This is left open for 

teachers to use their professional judgments, so that they can meet “the identified learning needs 

of the students in their classrooms” (OME, 2007, p. 18). According to the 2015 Getting Ready 

Guide for the OSSLT, students must complete the following writing tasks: a news report, a series 

of paragraphs, open-response questions, and multiple-choice questions. These tasks are further 

focused on three writing skills, outlined in the Planning and Preparation Guide (EQAO, 2015): 

(1) developing a main idea with sufficient supporting details, (2) organizing information and 
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ideas in a coherent manner, and (3) using conventions (syntax, spelling, grammar, punctuation) 

in a manner that does not distract from clear communication (p. 15). Researchers suggest 

(Slomp, 2008; Wahleithner, 2013) that high stakes assessment has an impact on teacher writing 

instruction. Findings from this study also support this claim as teachers explicitly referred to the 

OSSLT and how they have helped students prepare for this assessment.  

Teachers also had students practicing the forms of writing outlined on the EQAO 

website. Slomp (2008) found that this pedagogical impact negatively affected writing instruction 

because it narrowed the teaching in relation to what processes were taught, how assignments 

were designed, and how teachers assigned criteria for assessment. Amanda, for example, 

strategically incorporates elements of the OSSLT into the classroom so that her students are 

better prepared for the assessment. She fears that being unsuccessful on the OSSLT will have a 

negative impact on the self-esteem of her students, since it would be “painful” for them.  

 As Luce-Kapler and Klinger (2005) noted, the OSSLT is not intended to solely be the 

responsibility of the English department. In OSSLT Curriculum Connections (2011), it is 

explained that the OSSLT “is solidly grounded on the Ontario Curriculum (2001-2010) 

expectations up to the end of Grade 9” (p. 1). This document highlights how other subject areas 

contribute to the skill development required of students, yet the English teacher participants 

spoke of the OSSLT as if it were their sole responsibility to prepare students for the assessment. 

They used class time to specifically address the needs of students to encourage successful 

completion of this assessment. Luce-Kapler and Klinger (2005) further articulated this 

misconception through interviews with students. They reflected on how “struck” they were by 

“how often the relationship was made between the OSSLT and English classes” (p. 166). One 

student participant in their study commented, “…’cause in English class we get marked on what 
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we say and essays and we’re doing essays, opinion pieces, news reports” (p.166). This finding 

mirrors what the English teacher participants within this study described as doing within their 

own classrooms. Interestingly, one French participant referred to the OSSLT in the interview. 

Although Josephine did not elaborate on how she prepares her students for the assessment, she 

connected the skills required in her course (using evidence to support answers) to the test, which 

ultimately provides students with the opportunity to further develop these skills for the OSSLT.  

 French teachers. In comparison to their English counterparts, it is not surprising that the 

French teachers describe more informal writing tasks for their students. Some participants 

referred to letters, post cards and e-mails, as a form of writing they have their students complete 

in their classroom. This practice aligns with the French curriculum where students are 

encouraged to explore the more colloquial forms of communication identifying appropriate 

audiences and adjusting the language to match. According to the revised curriculum (OME, 

2014), students “need frequent opportunities to write for various purposes and audiences”(p. 24). 

This practical implication of the language also aligns with a foundational goal of the program to 

promote effective communication in French, in all of its forms.   

 One form of writing, which was not identified by any of the French participants, was that 

of poetry. Although the anthology that Philippe uses within his course contains sections and 

options for exploring poetry, he stated that they do not study it. This choice could be related to 

the additional challenge of learning a second language, with the added complexity poetry 

demands to gain insightful understanding, challenging a learner’s cognitive load. Alternatively, it 

could be a matter of time constraints. For instance, if teachers feel it important to include 

elements of the informal writing tasks, that might in turn replace where teachers might plan for 

poetry. Josephine, as she described the changes her own school faces through the French 
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curricular transition, explained that they removed a literary piece to promote more oral 

communication time. They also mitigated that absence of literature with smaller pieces of 

reading and writing. Admittedly, I can only speculate about the role of poetry within French 

Immersion classrooms; additional research into the area of poetry in second language learning 

environments, specifically that of French Immersion classrooms, would be necessary to draw any 

conclusions.   

 The function of writing. Before collecting and analyzing the data, I had anticipated 

teachers to speak of writing as a tool for collaboration, self-expression, organization and much 

more. I had not fully anticipated the responses that the participants brought forward. From my 

own experience in and around English and French Immersion classrooms, I sensed the structure 

to be founded on literature. As a product of the French Immersion program myself, I remember 

seeing the constant circles and underlines on my written assignments. I constantly felt that 

writing was my biggest weakness. I had not anticipated some of the responses in how teachers 

viewed writing in relation to other strands of the curriculum. Writing, in many cases, is used as a 

means to help the teacher evaluate student understanding of other elements of the curriculum. 

Within this section I will discuss the participants’ tendencies to relate the writing tasks to 

literature studies, then I will discuss assessment as it pertains to writing.  

 Connection to literature. Both English and French teachers described the connection 

between writing and reading. Graham and Hebert (2011) concluded in their meta-analysis of 

research connecting writing and reading performance, that writing and writing instruction can be 

used to improve student reading. The correlation, and reciprocal relationship between these two 

skills has been consistently made clear in the research (Fitzgerald & Shannahan, 2000; Graham, 
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2006). Therefore, it came as no surprise that these two strands of the curriculum are frequently 

linked together. 

 Many teachers described their structural units as being defined by the reading students 

are completing in class. For instance, Jennifer explained that she usually had her students do the 

“Shakespeare unit” first. Amanda also explained that she has her students apply their learning of 

writing to Ender’s Game. Emily explained that in her board, the instruction heavily draws upon 

literature. This perhaps is due to the fact that the teachers tended to employ the “gradual release 

of responsibility” approach to teaching, where they first demonstrate a writing form or style (in 

this case, using the literary works to demonstrate). When Craig had his students working on the 

Short Story unit, he explained that he first has them read one. This is similar to Philippe who has 

students read various legends before asking students to compose or write their own. Specifically, 

Jennifer explained that she has her students complete written, content questions to ensure that 

students comprehend the material. This reasserts what Graham and Hebert (2011) explain. They 

stated: “writing about text should facilitate comprehending it, as it provides students with a tool 

for visibly and permanently recording, connecting, analyzing, personalizing, and manipulating 

key ideas in text”(p. 712). Emily described that immersion classes at her school always have “a 

book or play on the go” and their discussions and activities are primarily based around that. 

Reading, then, becomes the topic of conversation and writing is used to support understanding of 

the literary work while also providing the student with writing practice. Writing is being used in 

multiple ways in language classrooms: to help solidify student understanding of the text, to 

provide the teacher with an assessment learning tool to check in with his or her students, and to 

practice structure in the written form.  
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 English teachers. One participant in particular, continuously redirected conversation to 

the topic of literature. As I conducted the interview, I attempted to specifically prompt the 

conversation back to writing instruction. It quickly became apparent that this teacher heavily 

associated reading and writing strands of the curriculum. She later explained that she does not 

view the strands of curriculum as separate. The structure of Amanda’s classroom allowed for this 

integration of curriculum strands where the literature frames individual thinking, analysis, 

written ideas, and discussion. This overall structure of connecting all other strands to literature 

seemed apparent throughout the findings for all of the participating English teachers.  

 French teachers. Although some French teachers described using literature as a vehicle 

with which written responses were prompted, this was not always the case. Philippe’s resource, 

an anthology, used broader “themes” such as “Courage.” However, he still described using 

reading as a means to elicit a written response. An additional function of writing in the French 

classroom was to provide the teachers with an idea of where students are with their grammar, 

syntax, semantics, and phonics. In particular, Emily has her students submit journals, which are 

not necessarily associated with something read, but rather with relevant topics in the news. This 

informal practice of writing allows her students to practice writing without the heavy pressure of 

formal evaluation. She can then provide her students with individualized and specific feedback to 

assist students in growing as second language writers.  

 Assessment. Participants recalled how writing related to their diagnostic, ongoing, and 

evaluative assessment strategies within their classrooms. Emily and Leslie both referred to using 

forms of technology in keeping a record of student writing skills. No Red Ink and Duolingo, both 

online programs, help the teacher in seeing where students start in terms of linguistic abilities 

(i.e. spelling, grammar, translation, etc.) and how they progress with completion of tasks and 
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game-like challenges. Interestingly, these two participants were the youngest of the participants, 

both being the only participants with fewer than five years teaching experience. These tools 

provided the teachers with the opportunity to support the individual students since the software is 

designed to meet the individual needs of each user.  

 As students are learning and practicing their writing skills, the use of revision days, peer 

editing, self-editing and teacher conferences were apparent across all participants. Teachers 

provide in-class time for students to engage in this process of editing and revision, while also 

receiving the support from the teacher. This finding again maps on to Atwell (1998), providing 

students with the space and structure to engage in process writing. Graham and Perin (2007) also 

describe the importance of helping students in setting specific goals for the writing they will be 

asked to complete, corresponding to what participants describe as their “explicit expectations” 

and the “co-constructed success criteria” in the pre-writing stage of the instruction. Having these 

accessible to students could be beneficial in allowing students to check-in with their own 

learning and progress as they complete a writing task.  

 The ways in which writing was evaluated and assessed by the teacher, varied in form 

across interviews. For instance, Philippe described giving students feedback from him with 

points to change or improve while Jennifer explained that she does not readily provide students 

with the opportunity to resubmit a written assignment because she provides students with 

descriptive and detailed feedback to improve within the next writing task. Josephine also 

clarified that her feedback comes in the form of the conferences where she can really support the 

individual student with their writing. Each teacher had their own way of providing feedback to 

students, be it with a highlighter, co-constructed rubrics, or even with the practice of 

ubiquitously used classroom symbols. Craig and Emily both explained that they like to give the 
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feedback in a timely manner. Providing students with written supports for writing echo the 

findings of Wahleithner (2013). Her cross-case analysis of high school teachers, from a variety 

of teaching subjects, revealed that participants provided the written feedback two to three times 

per term; however, it was possible that the teachers only assigned two or three formal writing 

pieces within their term. For one of the participants, their students met regularly in “writing 

groups” to receive draft feedback, referencing again the peer editing and peer-produced feedback 

students received throughout the writing process. This form of peer-assessment, however, was 

not always well received by students in her study. For instance, Liu and Carless (2006) identified 

that the discomfort that might arise due to the peer-assessment and peer-feedback is a valid 

source of concern. Peterson (2010) explains that this could be alleviated if there are more one-

on-one conferences, as well as the opportunity for students to co-construct rubrics and success 

criteria (as cited in, Moss, 2013). Interestingly, these suggestions were all identified within this 

study. 

 The role of the student in any feedback process is important to note as well. A few of the 

participants described that often students did not utilize the feedback provided to them. Philippe 

identified how it is often the students already doing well who will read the feedback and apply 

changes. Emily’s way of mitigating this issue was through the use of integrated workshop time in 

class, where students are given the opportunity to read the feedback, communicate with the 

teacher and direct themselves around the class, attending the stations which pertain to them and 

their areas of improvement. Research suggests that there is an ongoing debate on the role of 

written corrective feedback (WCF), especially in the instruction of second language learning 

(Lee, 2013). In particular there is a notable difference between research and practice, since “very 

little is known about what actually happens in the classroom when teachers respond to errors in 
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student writing” (Lee, 2013, p. 108). Additionally, students must be willing to use the feedback 

constructively and engage in the reflective process of synthesizing that feedback into their future 

writing.  

 English teachers. When I asked Craig how he viewed writing in terms of other strands of 

the English curriculum, he explained that he finds writing the easiest to evaluate. He also added 

how he might use writing as a vehicle to assist in evaluating the other strands. He was not alone 

in explaining the dynamic role writing has within a language classroom. When talking about the 

connection between the in-class readings and assigned writing tasks, Jennifer explained that she 

has her students complete question booklets. When asked about these content questions, she 

stated: “I need to know that they’re understanding.” Therefore, the written responses from the 

collected content question booklets provided Jennifer with an idea of how her students are or are 

not meeting the expectations outlined in the Reading and Literature Studies strand of the English 

curriculum.  

French teachers. Philippe and Emily identified writing as a weakness in French 

Immersion students, especially in comparison to the oral communication. As the change in the 

French curriculum is implemented into Ontario high schools, teachers will have a new challenge 

in continuing to meet the writing needs of their students while simultaneously meeting the 

requirements and expectations within the curriculum. Emily described her experiences 

throughout the employment process at her board. She shared that many of the interviewers had 

asked her how she planned on balancing and maintaining the literature and writing, given the 

current changes in curriculum.  

Josephine, who completed a Master’s of Education on writing herself, provided an 

additional, stimulating insight into this change. Josephine self-identified as having strongly 
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emphasized writing in the classroom, and perhaps writing had held “too great an area” within her 

instruction. She was focused on writing accuracy and ensuring that her students were producing 

stronger written texts. She explained that perhaps this stemmed from “frustration.” Instead she 

has re-conceptualized the intent of the program to help students in becoming competent and 

confident and functionally bilingual citizens. She articulated that the education is ultimately 

hoping to “enhance and support the kids’ reality of tomorrow,” which includes the element of 

communication. Overall, I found the interview with Josephine highly reflective. The timing of 

the interview was especially fascinating to me, as the previous day she had completed a 

Professional Development day about transitioning to the new curriculum. Therefore, the topic 

was still fresh within memory. What was equally interesting was how the teachers within this 

study varied in their responses to the challenge of the new curriculum. 

Philippe explained after the interview that he has a sibling who taught French in France, 

where they, according to him, have also gone to a more communicative-based curriculum. 

However, his sibling shared the challenges and negative impacts this change has had on student 

performance and quality of writing. Philippe explained, “They’re actually going back to 

grammar because they’re realizing that… the writing is going nowhere.” This personal 

experience seems to have informed his skepticism to the change in the curriculum. In the past, 

some research has suggested that students of French Immersion have done equally well, 

compared to their English program peers on English writing tasks within Ontario (Lawrence, 

1996). I wonder if the modifications in the French curriculum will affect how French Immersion 

students perform on English assessments, given that they have significantly less English 

instruction than their peers. Additionally, with no current research available on how teachers are 
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managing the transition in curriculum, it will be important in the future to investigate what 

teachers of French Immersion are noticing in terms of student writing. 

Implications from the Findings 

 This study is a starting point for examining teacher beliefs about writing instruction in 

Ontario and Canada. This could serve as a baseline for future research on teacher practice and 

writing instruction at the Grade 9 level. The comparative nature of this study provides a unique 

perspective as both French Immersion and English teachers’ practices were explored. 

 Given that few teacher participants had a thorough understanding of writing instruction 

models, these findings could inform future teacher education programs. The apparent gap 

between research on effective writing instruction strategies and models and classroom 

implementation could perhaps be mitigated by the inclusion of a broader array of writing 

instructional models into preservice teacher education, or as an element of literacy professional 

development opportunities at the individual board level.  

 Additionally, this study’s data collection occurred at a time of transition in the history of 

French Immersion programming. By gaining insights from teachers as they move from the old, 

to the revised version of the curriculum, their concerns and hopes have been captured. A follow-

up study of French Immersion teachers’ perspectives, after a couple of years with the new 

curriculum, could reveal some insights into the implementation of the newly revised curriculum. 

Limitations 

This study is qualitative in nature and does not aim to generalize. The purpose was to 

shed some light on an otherwise under-investigated area in educational research. Limitations of 

this study include a small sample size, with four English and three French Immersion teachers. 
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The overall representation of the participants, for instance the number of males to females, each 

participant’s teaching environment, and varied teaching experiences, does not necessarily mirror 

Ontario’s teaching population as these characteristics contribute to the unique sampling of this 

study.  

Moreover, the principal source of data collected from participants was through semi-

structured, one-on-one interviews. Acknowledging the discrepancy between what teachers 

describe as doing within their classrooms, and what they actually do, teaching artifacts were also 

collected as representative of each teacher’s practice. However, not all participants provided 

these samples or exemplars.  

The perspective of the researcher has the potential to been seen as a limitation. However, 

Britzman (1997) suggests that voice must inevitably pass through many filters, such as the body 

and biography, before it can become the narrative of experience. As stated by Guba and Lincoln 

(1989): “Inquirers are human, and cannot escape their humanness” (p. 88). In an effort to limit 

this researcher bias, I kept a notebook throughout data collection and analysis stages, indicating 

any decision-making processes. This study will unavoidably be left with my impressions as the 

researcher, as my own humanness becomes the filter through which these findings are 

represented. Britzman (1997) describes this intricacy as inevitable since the roles of discourse do 

not allow for voice to be delivered without mediation as language must pass from the researched 

to the researcher and from the researcher to you, the reader.  

Directions for Future Research 

The purpose of this study was to describe what English and French Immersion teachers’ 

perceptions of writing instruction are at the Grade 9 level. There are multiple potential future 

directions for research that could build on this study. Given that there are significantly fewer 
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studies that explore writing instruction at the high school level in comparison to those at the 

elementary level, having more samples from the teacher populations within Ontario could help 

provide a better understanding of teacher beliefs. Furthermore, there is a notable gap in 

educational research that explores the French Immersion language context in Canada. This study 

strives to fill that gap by asking teachers how they perceived the role of writing instruction 

within their teaching practice. Building on this study, observational data would be a beneficial 

addition to interviewing teachers about their pedagogical practices in regard to writing 

instruction. This would then eliminate the limitation of teacher discrepancy between described 

teacher practice, and actual teacher practice. Additional elements of data sources could include 

student focus groups to gain student perspectives on how writing is taught.  

Conducting a similar study, focusing on the French Immersion participants, in a few 

years might also yield interesting data, since teachers would then be able to speak about how the 

new curriculum has influenced their writing instruction practice. The aforementioned 

recommendations would be beneficial for both language contexts, although it would be 

especially pertinent for French Immersion learning. This suggestion for French Immersion 

research is twofold: the implemented curriculum has just begun, and there are limited published 

research papers on writing instruction in the French Immersion context.  

Concluding Thoughts 

“Like stones, words are laborious and unforgiving, and the fitting of them together, like the 

fitting of stones, demands great patience and strength of purpose and particular skill.” 

 - Edmund Morrison 

Writing is a demanding and often arduous task. Teaching students to persevere through 

the challenges, and meeting each one of their individual needs is far from being simple 
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endeavour. Although I have loved writing for as long as I can remember, and have thoroughly 

enjoyed sharing this passion with others, I approached writing this thesis with a hesitant hand. 

Ironically, it was through the synthesis of these findings and the act of writing, rewriting and 

rewriting again that I finally understood the magnitude of my learning. The process of writing is 

no easy undertaking, and a thesis is definitely no exception to that rule. Again, I find myself the 

student of writing: learning from her like I would from a teacher. It was through the act of 

writing, that I was able to fully learn from this research, while also learning about myself.  
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APPENDIX C 

Letter of Information 

Teaching it Write: Teacher Perspectives on Writing Instruction Within English and 
French Immersion Classrooms 

 
This research is being conducted by Yvonne McKechnie (Master of Education, Candidate) under the 
supervision of Dr. Elizabeth Lee in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. 
This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics 
guidelines and Queen’s policies. 
 
What is this study about? The purpose of this study is to develop a deeper understanding of how 
English and French Immersion teachers instruct writing in a Grade 9 learning environment. Areas of 
interest include: daily lesson structure, forms of writing, teacher resources used, average time allotment 
for writing and teacher experiences with teaching students how to write. In particular, I am interested in 
the individual’s experiences within each language context and how these different learning environments 
may compare. 
 
What will this study require? If you agree to participate in this research you will first complete a brief 
background questionnaire pertaining to teacher education, teaching experience and preferred method of 
communication. From the questionnaires, I will select and contact eight teachers for individual interviews. 
Interviews will be conducted at your convenience, will last a maximum of one hour, and will be recorded 
in digital audio files. 

For the interview, I will request that you bring a sample of your teaching and instructional 
materials that include writing components. For example, this could comprise of lesson plans, course 
syllabus or class handouts. With your permission, I am interested in photocopying these artifacts. These 
artifacts will be used solely for analysis purpose and will be kept confidential. The total estimated time 
required for participation is 1 hour maximum. 
 
Is participation voluntary? Your participation is completely voluntary and choosing not to participate 
will not result in any adverse consequences. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or 
social risks associated with this study. Further, you are free to choose, without reason or consequence, to 
refuse to answer any questions. You may withdraw from the study at any time with no negative 
consequences. If you withdraw from the study, you may choose to have your data removed. 
 
What will happen to your responses? The interview recording will be transcribed and then the 
recording will be destroyed. All electronic files will be password protected. Paper and audio data will be 
secured in a locked cabinet. I will maintain copies of the transcripts for a minimum of 5 years and may 
use the data (with names removed) in subsequent research. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent 
possible. None of the data will contain your name or the identity of your place of work. To protect your 
identity a pseudonym will replace your name on all data files and in any dissemination of findings. This 
research may result in publications of various types, including journal articles or other professional 
publications. 
 
What if you have concerns? Any questions about study participation or a request to 
withdraw from the study may be directed to Yvonne McKechnie at 
yvonne.mckechnie@queensu.ca, or my supervisor Dr. Elizabeth Lee at 613-533-6000, ex. 
77409 or elizabeth.lee@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to 
the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca.	    
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APPENDIX D 

Consent Form 

Teaching it Write: Teacher Perspectives on Writing Instruction Within English and French 
Immersion Classrooms. 

 
Name (please print clearly): ____________________________________________________ 
 
1. I have read and retained the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to my 
satisfaction. 
 
2. I understand that I will be participating in the study called Teaching it Write: Teacher Perspectives 
on Writing Instruction Within English and French Immersion Classrooms. I understand the purpose 
of this research is to explore how teachers instruct writing with their students at the Grade 9 level. I 
understand that participation in this study will entail a maximum of 70 minutes of my time involving: a 
brief background questionnaire, an audio-recorded interview (maximum 60 minutes) and providing 
teaching materials relevant to writing instruction (e.g., lesson plan). 
 
3. I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time without 
adverse consequences. I understand that if I withdraw from the study, I may choose to have my data 
removed. I understand that the data may also be published in professional journals or presented at 
academic conferences. I understand that every effort will be made to maintain confidentiality to the extent 
possible now and in the future. 
 
4. I am aware that any questions about study participation or a request to withdraw from the study may be 
directed to Yvonne McKechnie at yvonne.mckechnie@queensu.ca or my supervisor Dr. Elizabeth Lee 
at 613-533-6000, ex. 77409 or elizabeth.lee@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be 
directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
 

Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to the researcher. 
Retain the second copy for your records. 

 
I have read the above statements and had any questions answered. I freely consent to participate in this 
study. 
 
Participant’s Name (please print): _______________________________________________ 
 
Participant’s Signature: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Date: __________________________  E-mail address: _______________________________ 
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APPENDIX E 

Facebook Recruitment Post 
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APPENDIX F 

E-mail Recruitment Script 

Dear	  Educator,	  
	  
My	  name	  is	  Yvonne	  McKechnie	  and	  I	  am	  a	  Master’s	  of	  Education	  candidate	  at	  Queen’s	  
University.	  This	  year,	  I	  will	  be	  conducting	  research	  by	  interviewing	  current,	  full-‐time	  
teachers	  who	  have	  taught	  either	  English	  or	  French	  Immersion	  language	  courses	  at	  the	  
Grade	  9	  level.	  This	  study	  has	  received	  Queen’s	  Ethical	  clearance.	  
	  
The	  purpose	  of	  this	  study	  is	  to	  develop	  a	  deeper	  understanding	  of	  how	  English	  and	  French	  
Immersion	  teachers	  instruct	  writing	  at	  the	  Grade	  9	  level.	  I	  am	  interested	  in	  speaking	  with	  
teachers	  who	  have	  taught	  either	  language.	  I	  am	  hoping	  to	  learn	  more	  about	  daily	  lesson	  
structure,	  forms	  of	  writing	  used	  within	  the	  classroom,	  teacher	  resources	  used,	  average	  time	  
allotment	  for	  writing	  and	  individual	  teacher	  experiences	  with	  teaching	  students	  how	  to	  
write.	  
	  
Participation	  in	  this	  study	  is	  voluntary	  and	  is	  not	  intended	  to	  interrupt	  any	  daily	  routine.	  
Rather,	  I	  hope	  to	  meet	  with	  you	  individually	  for	  a	  maximum	  of	  one	  hour,	  at	  your	  
convenience	  (either	  in	  person	  or	  over	  the	  phone).	  
	  
Should	  you	  have	  any	  questions,	  or	  if	  you	  would	  like	  to	  receive	  more	  detailed	  information	  
regarding	  this	  study,	  please	  contact	  Yvonne	  McKechnie	  at	  yvonne.mckechnie@queensu.ca.	  
Your	  time	  and	  assistance	  with	  this	  study	  is	  very	  much	  appreciated.	  	  
	  
Thank	  you	  for	  your	  time	  and	  consideration.	  
	  
Warm	  regards,	  
	  
Yvonne	  McKechnie	  
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APPENDIX G 

E-mail Recruitment: Friendly Request 

	  
Good	  Morning/Afternoon/Evening	  	  ____________________	  (friend/contact	  name),	  
	  
As	  you	  may	  know,	  I	  am	  currently	  working	  on	  completing	  my	  Master’s	  of	  Education	  at	  
Queen’s	  University.	  While	  I	  endeavor	  to	  recruit	  potential	  participants,	  I	  turn	  to	  you	  for	  
some	  assistance.	  I	  am	  e-‐mailing	  you	  today	  to	  see	  if	  you	  would	  be	  so	  kind	  as	  to	  forward	  the	  
below	  information	  to	  anyone	  you	  know	  who	  has	  taught	  English	  or	  French	  at	  the	  Grade	  9	  
level.	  	  
	  
I	  have	  briefly	  outlined	  my	  study	  and	  any	  commitments	  from	  participants.	  
	  
	  
Thank	  you	  in	  advance	  for	  your	  time,	  consideration	  and	  assistance.	  
	  
Sincerely,	  
	  
Yvonne	  
	  
Yvonne	  McKechnie,	  OCT	  
Master’s	  of	  Education	  Candidate	  	  
yvonne.mckechnie@queensu.ca	  	  
Cell	  phone	  number	  
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APPENDIX H 

Background Questionnaire 

Participant Background Questionnaire 
 

Thank you for expressing interest in participating in this study. Please take a few minutes to fill 
out this brief questionnaire. 
 
Last Name:  _________________________________________________________ 
 
Given Name:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
E-mail: _______________________________________________________________  
 
Phone Number: ____________________________________________________ 
 
How many years have you taught full-time in Ontario? _____________________ 
 
Please describe your post-secondary education, including any Additional Qualifications 
(AQ or ABQs) with year of completion and course/program location. Should you need 
more space, please use the bottom of this page.  
 
Education: _______________________________________ Year:   ______________ 

 
From: (ie. Institution):________________________________ 
 

Education: _______________________________________ Year:   ______________ 
 
From: ____________________________________________ 
 

Education: _______________________________________  Year:   ______________ 
 
From: ____________________________________________ 
 

Education: ________________________________________  Year:   ______________ 
 
From: ____________________________________________ 
 

Please check one of the following: 
1. I have taught…    FRENCH  or  ENGLISH 

  
2. I prefer to be communicate with in   ENGLISH  or   FRENCH 

 
3. I prefer to be contacted through  PHONE  or   E-MAIL  

 
Thank you for your time! 

Additional	  comments/Information:	  
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APPENDIX I 

Final Interview Protocol 

Participant: _____________________________Date: ____________________________   
Beginning time: _____________Ending Time: ________________Total time: ______________ 
Number of years teaching: _________  Education Level: ___________________ 
☐ Background survey  ☐ Consent Form  ☐ Involved in Curriculum Development? 
Before Interview:  

• Thank participant and express appreciation for participation and review purpose of the 
study & the interview, confidentiality, teaching material confidentiality & its purpose 

• Explain interview will be recorded & why 
• Explain that participant may withdraw at any time, skip or repeat questions 
• Is there anything else they need before getting started 
• Preamble: Thank you so much for making the time to meet with me today. I’ve been 

looking forward to meeting with you and hope to make this as much of a conversation as 
possible. As the LOI articulated, I’m hoping to get a better picture of what writing 
instruction looks like within Ontario classrooms. In particular, I’m focusing on grade 9 
English and French Immersion language instruction so I’m eager to hear of your 
experiences within this course. If you’re comfortable and ready let’s get started!  

• For French Imm. Participant:  “I just wanted to check, since we are now seeing the 
new curriculum (French) document, I am just wondering if you were at all involved in the 
development or even piloting of the new curriculum?”  

Interview Questions: 
1. How would you describe a typical day/period in your English/French class? 

1.1. Are there some aspects or even lessons that don’t necessarily happen on a regular 
basis?  

2. What do you typically do in terms of writing?  
3. What resources do you consult in planning your teaching of writing?  

3.1. Why those resources? 
3.2. Are there criteria you look for? 
3.3. Since we are in a year of transition, I am curious, have you used this new version yet?  

4. How do you perceive writing in relation to other aspects of the English/French language 
curriculum? (i.e. Reading, Media studies, etc.) 

5. What form(s) or genre(s) of writing do you plan for your students to engage in throughout 
the course? 
5.1.  Could you walk me through the process that you and the students go through for 

exploring one of those forms of writing?  
5.2. Do you do that for all the genres you’ve mentioned? 

6. In general, how would you describe your approach to teaching writing? 
6.1. Do you have any models you refer to? 

7. What instructional strategies do you use and find most effective in improving your students’ 
writing?  
7.1. Are there any specific strategies that you teach to your students? 
7.2. Could you take a moment to describe and speak to the teaching material you brought? 

8. Is there anything else you would like to add, perhaps something you feel that I might have 
missed?  

** thank participant again for the interview ** 
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APPENDIX J 

Interview Question Mapping 

Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 2 

Research 
Question 3 

Interview Questions: 

X  X 1. How would you describe a typical day/period in 
your English/French class? 

X X X 1.1. Are there some aspects or even lessons that 
don’t necessarily happen on a regular basis?  
 

X X X 2. What do you typically do in terms of writing?  
 

X X X 3. What resources do you consult in planning your 
teaching of writing?  

   3.1. Why those resources? 
   3.2. Are there criteria you look for? 

 
X  X 4. How do you perceive writing in relation to other 

aspects of the English/French language curriculum? 
(i.e. Reading, Media studies, etc.) 
 

X X X 5. What form(s) of writing do you plan for your 
students to practice throughout the course of the 
semester/year? 

   5.1. Could you describe how you would introduce 
each form? (e.g., expository) 
 

 X X 6. In general, how would you describe your approach 
to teaching writing? 

   6.1. Do you have any models you refer to? 
 

 X X 7. What instructional strategies do you use and find 
most effective in improving your students’ writing?  

   7.1. Are there any specific strategies that you teach 
to your students? 

   7.2. Could you take a moment to describe and speak 
to the teaching material you brought? 

  X 8. Is there anything else you would like to add, perhaps 
something you feel like I might have missed?  

6 6 8 Total per question 
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APPENDIX K 

Data Analysis in Action 
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APPENDIX L 

Electronic Resource Artifact: NoRedInk.com 
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APPENDIX M 

Electronic Resource Artifact: Duolingo 
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APPENDIX N 

Textbook Resource Artifact: French Anthology 

	  
	    

Lévesque, L.-J. (2013). Passeport vers la littératie. Montréal, QU: Modulo. 



	   127	  

APPENDIX O 

Textbook Resource Artifact: English Textbook Sightlines 9 

  

Sightlines 9: Teacher’s Guide. (1999). Scarborough, ON: Prentice-Hall 
 Canada 
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APPENDIX P 

Non-Writing Specific Artifacts: Pieces of Literature 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	  

Myers, W. D. (1999). Monster. New 
 York, N.Y: Harper Collins 
 Publishers.   

Dubé, M. (2013). Zone: Pièce en trois 
 actes. Montréal, Québec: Leméac.   
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APPENDIX Q 

Non-Writing Specific Artifact: Literature Circles 

 

	  


