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ABSTRACT 

ANDREW RHICARD 

TPACK SELF-EFFICACY AND MULTIMODAL WRITING INSTRUCTION IN HIGH 
SCHOOL INCLUSION CLASSES 

Under the direction of VICKI LUTHER, Ed.D. 

 

 

High school students with specific learning disabilities continually struggle with the 

demands of a standardized writing curriculum. As students age, they are expected to master more 

complex styles of writing, utilizing differentiated, multimodal supports throughout each phase of 

the writing process, from pre-writing to publishing. With more high school special education 

students receiving English Language Arts services in inclusion classrooms, teachers must 

consider how to modify instruction - through the application of student-centered, web-based 

tools - in order to address specialized writing needs and support remediation. In diverse 

instructional contexts, ELA teachers rely on their technical, pedagogical, and content knowledge 

(TPACK) to differentiate writing instruction; in the secondary ELA classroom, the tools 

educators choose to integrate and the amount of effort they expend reinforcing multimodal 

instruction reflect their digital self-efficacy. The purpose of this study was to identify 

psychological and environmental factors shaping educators’ self-efficacy for differentiated, 

multimodal writing pedagogy.  

This qualitative study was conducted at a suburban high school in Northeast Georgia in 

the fall of 2021. Four ELA educators (n=4) participated in semi-structured interviews while 

sharing planning documents from their respective writing units. Qualitative data was collected 

and analyzed using interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), in order to identify factors 



 
 
 

ix 
 

supporting ELA educators’ willingness to integrate specific writing technologies in inclusion 

settings. Empirical findings from the study reveal seven factors supporting multimodal 

applications, including educators’ digital agency, flexibility when adopting and reinforcing 

technologies, tool simplicity, student familiarity with specific resources, opportunities to 

collaborate with other writing teachers on multimodal strategies, consistent use of specific 

technologies, and student-teacher proximity. Results are consistent with current research, 

regarding the need for more agentic, student-centered orientations for advanced, multimodal 

writing in high school inclusion classrooms. 

 

Key words: TPACK, self-efficacy, multimodal writing, inclusion, specific learning disabilities, 

high school 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY 

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS, 2022), adopted by forty-one states, scaffold 

learning experiences in American public schools. In K-12 English Language Arts (ELA) 

instruction, widely-adopted literacy standards establish parameters for reading and student 

writing proficiency, lesson pacing, and the integration of digital tools to augment traditional 

pedagogy (Butler et al., 2013; CCSS-ELA, 2022; Troia et al., 2016).  

In 21st-century classrooms, English Language Arts teachers evaluate, integrate, and 

reinforce technology applications to support literacy instruction (CCSS-ELA, 2022; Graham et 

al., 2013; Mouza, 2008; Sundeen, 2014). More than a supplemental facet of modern literacy 

pedagogy (Beach, 2012; Bulger et al., 2014; Johnson, 2016; Reder, 2015), digital differentiation 

is mandated within the CCSS-ELA standards grades K-12 (2022); as such, instructors must 

“systematically incorporate technology and media into literacy instruction” (Butler et al., 2013, 

p. 13). 

The stipulations for multimedia engagement precipitate an instructional shift away from 

passive, teacher-driven pedagogy and towards more participative, student-centered orientations 

for reading and writing (Bray et al., 2014; Reder, 2015; Roberts et al., 2012). In recent studies 

investigating the impact of digital resources on student learning (Butler et al., 2013; Evmenova et 

al., 2016; Mouza, 2008; Silio & Barbetta, 2010), the use of technology supported the acquisition 

of multi-disciplinary literacy skills, improving engagement, communication, and objective 

achievement outcomes. 

To develop and leverage technical knowledge in modern classrooms, effective educators 

understand how contextualized applications of learning technologies support student-centered 

differentiation techniques (Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Urbani et al., 
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2017). The successes and/or failures of instructional technologies depends on educators’ 

understanding of instructional contexts, an awareness of learners’ individual needs, and digital 

agency (Abbas et al, 2013; Ertmer et al., 2012; Mishra & Koehler, 2006, 2009; Palak & Wells, 

2009). However, the evolution of instructional technologies creates a moving target for literacy 

teachers to hit; in modern schools, it is difficult for educators to develop lasting 

familiarity/expertise with specific computer-based tools, as more specialized resources are 

constantly emerging (Cheon et al., 2012; Kimmons et al., 2015; Urbani et al., 2017).  

The ubiquity and diversity of literacy technology in K-12 schools often leads teachers to 

hold erroneous assumptions regarding digital applications and students’ ability to proficiently 

manipulate these tools in a variety of instructional contexts (Applebee, 2013; Johnson, 2016); in 

digital pedagogy, the presence of technology and students’ status as digital natives (Prensky, 

2001) are sometimes misconstrued as indicators of their ability to effectively utilize digital tools 

(Urbani et al., 2017).  

For high school ELA teachers serving students with specific learning disabilities (SLD), 

the challenges in structuring digital writing tasks, aligned with the CCSS frameworks for 

multimedia literacy instruction, are significant (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Kiuhara et al., 2009; 

Graham & Perin, 2007; Straub & Alias, 2013). Since 2001, the percentage of students with 

cognitive impairments, such as those affecting writing structure, coherence, stamina, motivation, 

and working memory, who receive differentiated instruction in mixed-ability, general-education 

classrooms has grown (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; Gillespie & Graham, 2014; Graham et al., 

2017). By the time special education students reach high school, expectations for abstract 

writing, focused on higher-order text analysis, synthesis, and organizational structures, create 
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additional pressure on educators’ working with mixed-ability populations in inclusion 

classrooms (Applebee, 2013; Applebee & Langer, 2011; Graham & Harris, 2013).  

Per the stipulations of the CCSS-ELA (2022), all high school students should 

demonstrate proficiency in advanced composition by the time they graduate; as such, adequately 

supporting the writing engagement of students with identified deficits requires more than one-

size-fits-all differentiation of pedagogy (Graham et al., 2017; Rao et al., 2009; Troia et al., 2013). 

Reflecting on CCSS-ELA instruction for students with specific learning-disabilities, Graham and 

Harris (2013) noted that high school students should conceptualize “writing as a tool to help 

them analyze and think about the text they read, the information presented in class, and their 

individual and collective efforts with classmates as they build and present knowledge through 

research” (p. 28). However, in their assessment of the CCSS-ELA impact on writing engagement 

for SLD students, the researchers noted that writing demands imposed by the CCSS-ELA 

marginalized students with identified writing deficits. 

Results from previous meta-analyses support this claim (Gillespie & Graham, 2014; 

Graham et al., 2017; Graham & Perin, 2007); as CCSS-ELA writing tasks became more complex 

and abstract, students with specific learning disabilities exhibited “lower levels of performance 

than their typically developing classmates on every aspect of writing assessed,” and they were 

generally “less positive about writing and less confident about their capabilities as writers” (p. 

31), as compared with non-disabled, grade-level peers (Graham & Harris, 2013). 

To address the writing needs of the most at-risk student populations in modern high 

schools, literacy teachers should demonstrate advanced knowledge of content, pedagogy, and 

digital applications (Beach, 2012, Ertmer et al., 2012; Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & 

Koehler, 2006; Xie et al., 2017). In high school English Language Arts classrooms, educators’ 
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self-efficacy beliefs influence differentiated writing approaches and the amount of effort teachers 

dedicate to complex writing tasks (Bandura, 1997; Dixon et al., 2014; Li et al., 2018).   

As Dewey (1938) noted in Experience and Education,  

The principle of interaction makes it clear that failure of adaptation of material to needs 

and capacities of individuals may cause an experience to be non-educative quite as much 

as failure of an individual to adapt himself to the material (p. 19).  

Considering multimodality in high school English Language Arts classrooms, educators’ 

adoption of student-centered writing tools correlate with greater self-efficacy beliefs and more 

frequent digital differentiation practices (Burnett, 2014; Edyburn, 2013; Kennedy & Deshler, 

2010).  

To integrate new writing technologies, educators should continuously reevaluate the 

ways in which multimodal resources support student engagement/achievement across diverse 

student populations and instructional contexts (Butler et al., 2013; Graham et al., 2013). 

However, empirical research suggests current technology integration practices in high school 

ELA classes remain limited (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Li et al., 2019).  

Statement of the problem 

The 2011 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2011) for Writing in 

Grade 12 revealed significant deficits on standardized, norm-referenced measures of writing 

performance; achievement data indicated that only twenty-nine percent of high school seniors 

can write at or above the level of proficiency defined by the CCSS-ELA frameworks; among 

special education populations, only five percent of students demonstrate grade-level skills in 

writing (NAEP, 2011).  
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More recently, a comparability study of students entering high school showed that 

writing achievement declined, nationally, from 2011 to 2017, despite raised expectations for 

technology integration and a greater emphasis on writing within the English Language Arts (9-

12) standards (CCSS-ELA, 2022; NAEP, 2017). Other studies of high school writing pedagogy 

indicate that most secondary writing tasks can be overly simplistic, with limited requirements for 

length, complexity, collaborative engagement, and the use of technology, beyond basic word 

processing functions (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Kiuhara et al., 2009).  

In high school classrooms, applications of student-centered technology to scaffold 

advanced writing remain inconsistent (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Gillespie et al., 2014). While 

assistive tools show promise in raising writing achievement for general and special education 

student populations (Butler et al., 2013, Evmanova et al., 2012; Silio & Barbetta, 2010), research 

indicates that the use of differentiated technologies to support student writing achievement 

remains limited to universal, one-size-fits-all writing resources (Applebee & Langer, 2011; 

Gillespie et al., 2014).  

Recognizing shifting pedagogical priorities in high school contexts, given new 

expectations for digital writing proficiency within the CCSS writing standards, Xie et al. (2017) 

noted that “in the past, technology was considered an add-on to classroom instruction or an 

enrichment of curriculum” (p. 1069), yet the proliferation of multimodal resources in modern 

classrooms has precipitated a focus on student-centered technology applications. Per the CCSS-

ELA (2022), differentiating higher-order composition with digital writing tools is a consideration 

influencing educators’ curriculum planning (CCSS-ELA, 2022).  

As more high school students with identified writing deficits receive literacy instruction 

in inclusion classrooms, mixed-ability groupings and a wide range of writing competencies 
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impact educators’ technology integration practices (Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham & Harris, 

2009). Inclusion teachers’ successful application of writing technologies requires additional 

planning, in order to address a wide range of student writing strengths and weaknesses 

(Applebee & Langer, 2011; Gillespie & Graham, 2014).  

In high school inclusion classes, pedagogical design reflects English Language Arts 

teachers’ pedagogical, content, and technical knowledge (Erdem, 2017; Harris & Hofer, 2011; 

Rao et al., 2009). However, a number of factors, including the influence of standardized 

curriculum frameworks, diminished digital agency among educators, more mixed-ability 

classrooms, a high-stakes focus on objective writing growth, and the continuous influx of new, 

more specialized literacy tools, complicate the integration of multimodal writing technologies in 

high school settings (Applebee, 2013; Graham et al., 2013; Graham & Harris, 2013; Hutchinson 

& Reinking, 2011).  

Purpose of the study 

Empirical studies demonstrate how high school ELA teachers frequently feel uncertain 

when integrating writing technologies to augment traditional English Language Arts pedagogy 

(Ajayi, 2016; Dalton & Smith, 2012; Johnson, 2016). Of further concern is the finding that, to 

this point, “teacher education programs have struggled to prepare teachers to teach effectively in 

classrooms with existing technologies” (Kimmons et al., 2015, p. 811).  

However, research suggests a disconnect between the aims of the CCSS-ELA (2022) and 

actual multimodal writing practices in modern high school classrooms (Ajayi, 2016; Kiuhara et 

al., 2009; Li et al., 2019). Educators’ unfamiliarity with new writing tools and reluctance to 

implement these resources in higher-order composition tasks (Applebee & Langer, 2011) 

influences applications of student-centered technologies during writing instruction (Endacott et 
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al., 2016; Harris & Hofer, 2011). To explore this issue more closely, researching educators’ 

experiences integrating technology shaping their instructional decision-making can offer insights 

to support multimodal writing outcomes in high school ELA classrooms, highlighting effective 

practices and areas for growth.  

Focusing on inclusion classrooms, Leko et al. (2015) recognized the value in 

“maximizing (educators’) use of technology to create carefully structured effective practice 

opportunities…(as) critical to moving to more practice-based approaches” (p. 36). Further 

exploring teachers’ self-efficacious beliefs and instructional motivations for multimodal 

integration would prove beneficial: findings from empirical studies on these topics could be used 

to improve professional development on multimodality, in-service coursework, and 

school/district policies targeting the implementation of writing technologies in mixed-ability 

ELA classrooms. Currently, few studies highlight the influence of ELA teachers’ digital self-

efficacy beliefs on their applications of multimodal resources to support advanced writing 

outcomes in inclusion classrooms (Dixon et al, 2014; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010). 

Research Questions 

• How do high school English Language Arts teachers’ experiences shape TPACK 

(Technical Pedagogical and Content Knowledge) self-efficacy beliefs, regarding the 

integration of multimodal writing supports in inclusion classrooms? 

• What influence does context have on high school English Language Arts teachers’ digital 

self-efficacy beliefs and reinforcement of 21st-century writing tools in collaborative 

classrooms? 
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Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 

In 21st-century schools, teachers must consider how digital interventions, in-depth 

curricular knowledge, and pedagogical skills impact student learning (Ertmer et al., 2012; Mishra 

& Koehler, 2006, 2009; Troia, 2018). Despite this acknowledged need, instructors’ preconceived 

notions, concerning appropriate applications of student-centered writing technologies within 

CCSS-aligned pedagogy, can inhibit the frequency and efficacy of digital literacy instruction in 

classroom settings (Kimmons et al., 2015; Troia, 2018; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013). 

To promote educators’ consideration of digital resources as integral components of K-12 

pedagogy, Mishra and Koehler (2006) developed a conceptual framework to account for 

curricular shifts toward digital learning. Framing educators’ technical knowledge as a central 

facet of 21st-century pedagogy, Mishra and Koehler (2006) indicated that “technology and 

content exist in a continually evolving relationship, sometimes driven by newer content-related 

ideas that emerge and at other times by newer technologies that allow for different kinds of 

representations and access” (p. 1044).   

As a framework for instructional design, Mishra and Koehler (2006) re-conceptualized 

Shulman’s (1986) pedagogical-content knowledge (PCK) paradigm to include a third element: 

educators’ technological skills and knowledge. This framework, updated in 2009, contextualizes 

multimodal instruction as a synthesis of teachers’ pedagogical, content, and technological 

knowledge (Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006). The TPACK paradigm, as a 

contextualized framework for technology integration, emphasizes teachers’ selection and 

evaluation of different learning technologies (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Harris & 

Hofer, 2011; Palak & Walls, 2009). In this study, the TPACK model provides a conceptual 
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framework for exploring the ways teachers’ digital, pedagogical, and content knowledge shape 

their integration of multimodal writing supports in mixed-ability high school classrooms.  

Considering the development of educator TPACK, multiple factors, including previous 

experiences integrating technology, availability of digital resources, and ongoing support, shape 

motivational beliefs for implementing supportive technologies (Bandura, 1997; Xie et al., 2017). 

To better understand the decision-making processes underlying educators’ adoption of 

multimodal writing tools in high school ELA instruction, Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory (1997) 

provides an appropriate theoretical framework to scaffold the current study.  

As a psychological construct shaping human motivations for engagement in specific 

behaviors, Bandura (1997) noted that self-efficacy referred to “beliefs in one's capabilities to 

organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (pp. 2-

3).  Before teachers implement multimodal resources, self-evaluation of individual TPACK, 

including reflections on past successes or failures with technology integration, influence the 

adoption and reinforcement of digital resources (Bandura, 1997).   

In classroom contexts, educators’ self-efficacy, linked to TPACK, influences “the level at 

which goals are set, the strength of commitment to them, the strategies used to teach them, the 

amount of effort mobilized in the endeavor, and the intensification of effort when 

accomplishments fall short of aspirations” (Bandura, 1997, p. 136). Multimodal tools offer 

differentiated supports to nurture learning, yet educators’ TPACK self-efficacy exerts a strong 

influence over classroom applications (Bandura, 1997; Ertmer et al., 2012; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich-2010).    

Educators’ perceptions of their ability to affect positive writing outcomes, through the 

integration of digital resources, can either support or diminish motivations for digital writing (Li 
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et al., 2018; Palak & Walls, 2009); As Bandura (1997) noted, in the future, “educational systems 

will be relying increasingly on electronically-mediated instruction...these new realities call for 

special types of teacher efficacy...requiring continual upgrading of knowledge and skills” (p. 

241).  

To support meaningful applications of writing technologies, empirical research, 

investigating the ways literacy teachers gauge their skills in selecting, implementing, and 

reinforcing multimodal supports, can nurture digital differentiation practices. To explore the 

influence of teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs on technology integration, Bandura’s (1997) 

framework provides an ideal paradigm for investigating the influence of English Language 

Arts teachers’ TPACK, and classroom contexts, on advanced writing instruction.  

Significance of Study 

Assessing high school ELA teachers’ “receptivity to, and adoption of, educational 

technologies” to support advanced writing in inclusion classrooms, the researcher identified 

issues impacting teachers’ willingness to adopt multimodal resources (Bandura, 1997, p. 241). In 

collaborative English Language Arts classes, “role ambiguity, students posing complex 

behavioral and academic challenges, large caseloads, insufficient curricular and technical 

resources, inadequate administrative support, inadequate time for planning, few opportunities for 

collaboration and professional development, and excessive procedural demands” elicit additional 

uncertainties in teachers, regarding the best ways to integrate multimodal writing tools to support 

student-centered outcomes (Griffin, et al., 2008, p. 142). Contextual issues, as well as educator 

TPACK, shape writing experiences for high school students, who, according to recent national 

assessments (NAEP, 2011, 2017), are not meeting performance expectations for advanced 

composition, as outlined in the CCSS-ELA (Gillespie et al., 2014; Troia, 2018).  
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Understanding the role of high school ELA teachers’ technology beliefs and motivations 

on academic outcomes has added importance in modern classrooms (Ertmer, 2012; Li et al, 

2019; Liou et al., 2016). However, previous studies on digital writing practices and educators’ 

digital self-efficacy revealed that there is still widespread uncertainty and hesitance to adopt and 

reinforce new technology (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Ertmer et al., 2012; Kimmons et 

al., 2015).  

To explore underlying motivations for multimodal writing applications in mixed-ability 

English Language Arts classrooms (9-12), focusing on educators’ perceptions of technology, and 

the alignment of digital self-efficacy beliefs with previous and current applications of writing 

tools, can foster more holistic awareness of psychological and contextual factors shaping 

multimodal writing. Findings from this study provide educators, administrators, policy makers, 

and higher-education faculty with more nuanced understandings of contextual and individual 

factors influencing digital writing practices in high school English Language Arts classrooms. 

This empirical study offers insights to improve student-centered writing approaches in 

inclusion settings. In conducting this study, the author sought to identify which writing 

interventions/strategies are most effective, how the shifting nature of instructional technology 

impacts the frequency of differentiated instruction in these environments, and the impact of 

contextual factors on educators’ selection and reinforcement of multimodal writing technologies. 

The findings from this study highlight high school teachers’ perceptions of assistive writing 

technologies, focusing on their lived experiences integrating digital writing tools. The knowledge 

that novice and veteran teachers share can serve to augment future professional development 

sessions and preservice coursework, related to digital differentiation of advanced writing in high 

school inclusion classrooms. 



 
 
 

12 
 

Procedures 

To assess teachers’ experiences adopting multimodal writing tools for student-centered 

instruction, the researcher conducted an interpretive-phenomenological analysis (IPA) of English 

Language Arts teachers currently working at a large, suburban high school in a southeastern 

state. A small group (n=4) of general and special education teachers serving mixed-ability 

student populations in inclusive English Language Arts classrooms shared lesson plans for 

advanced writing units and participated in semi-structured interviews. Interviews took place over 

four months at the study site.  

Studying educators’ psychological and contextual constructs shaping multimodal writing 

in mixed-ability English Language Arts classes (9-12), the researcher recorded, coded, and 

analyzed interview data to explore the role of digital self-efficacy beliefs on differentiated 

literacy instruction. In addition to one-to-one interviews with participating educators, the 

researcher analyzed lesson-planning documents for evidence of digital differentiation in 

curriculum planning. Findings from lesson-plan analysis highlighted ELA teachers’ current 

applications of technology in their respective inclusion classrooms, providing a useful source for 

cross-referencing participants’ shared reflections during the semi-structured interviews.   

Limitations and Assumptions 

This interpretive phenomenological analysis had several limitations. First, the study had a 

small sample size (n=4), relying on qualitative data collected from semi-structured interviews 

and planning documents at a single study site. Second, the researcher, as a special education 

teacher supporting students in English Language Arts inclusion classes (9-12), had previous 

experience integrating multimodal resources to support struggling writers. Third, at the time of 

the study, the researcher was employed as an interrelated special education teacher at the study-
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site, serving students in collaborative and resource instructional settings; as such, the researcher 

was familiar with site-specific pedagogical differentiation strategies in mixed-ability English 

Language Arts classrooms. Fourth, the researcher had prior knowledge of the participants, 

having previously worked with some of them during his time teaching at the study site. Fifth, the 

study was of fairly short duration; the researcher collected and analyzed data over a period of 

approximately four months at the study-site.     

Designing this interpretive phenomenological analysis, the researcher made several 

assumptions, regarding data collection and analysis procedures. First, the author assumed that 

data-collection procedures were objective and free from researcher bias. Second, the researcher 

assumed that responses recorded in one-to-one interviews with the participating high school 

English Language Arts teachers were accurate, truthful depictions of the ways in which these 

individuals implement and reinforce multimodal resources in advanced writing instruction. 

Third, the researcher assumed that familiarity with the study participants would facilitate data 

collection and interpretive analysis of the qualitative findings (Smith et al., 2009). Fourth, the 

researcher assumed that teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, influenced by past mastery experiences, 

vicarious engagement, and peer-supported interactions with multimodal writing tool, influenced 

their curriculum decision-making. 

Terms and Definitions 

21st century literacy - In a position statement on their website, the National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) noted that as “technology has increased the intensity 

and complexity of literate environments, the 21st century demands that a literate 

person possess a wide range of abilities and competencies, many literacies” 

(2013). The NCTE (2013) defines “21st century literacy” as “multiple, dynamic, 
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and malleable,” and, to achieve proficiency, learners need to build proficiency 

with different technologies, engage in collaborative problem-solving tasks with 

peers, develop a global awareness through the sharing of content, simultaneously 

utilize multiple devices in classroom contexts, create their own multimedia texts, 

evaluate other multimedia texts, and exhibit appropriate digital behaviors.   

Assistive technology - The "Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals With  

Disabilities Act” (1988) defines an assistive technology device as “any item, piece 

of equipment, or product system, whether acquired commercially off the shelf, 

modified, or customized, that is used to increase, maintain, or improve functional 

capabilities of individuals with disabilities.”   

Higher-order/advanced writing - In writing pedagogy, “Higher Order Concerns” (HOCs)  

are problems impacting "big picture" aspects of composition, including attention 

to thesis or focus, audience and purpose, organization, and development (“Higher 

Order Concerns (HOCs); Lower Order Concerns (LOCs, n.d.) are more 

syntactical/grammatical. Students with impaired working memory struggle with 

the cognitive demands of HOCs (Berninger & Swanson, 2012). 

 Inclusion - The term inclusion refers to an instructional model for students with  

  learning difficulties, specifically individuals who qualify for  

  special education services through an individualized education plan (IEP). 

In inclusion classrooms, general and special education teachers are present to  

provide students with individualized, targeted instructional support and  

remediation, commensurate with their cognitive/affective needs. (Inclusion  

classrooms are sometimes referred to as “collaborative” or “collaboratively  
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taught” classes, due to the fact that multiple teachers are present to support  

student learning and engagement). 

Mixed-Ability Classrooms - This term refers to inclusion classrooms where students with  

 a range of exceptionalities, including cognitive impairments and/or affective  

 difficulties, access the general education curriculum; in this context,  

 differentiated supports, provided by both general and special education teachers  

 present in the classroom, mediate the impact of individual disabilities through  

 targeted remediation. In this study, references to mixed-ability classes are specific  

 to high school English Language Arts classrooms. 

Multimodality - In this study, “multimodal” describes a range of computer- and 

web-based writing resources used to scaffold different phases of the writing 

process; these semiotic, interactive tools support students’ writing 

content/structure/style/motivations through the use of audio, visual, or spatial 

scaffolding. As opposed to more traditional writing approaches, multimodal 

writing relies on the integration of contextualized technologies, as a means to 

promote cognitive off-loading and greater engagement during more complex 

writing assignments. (An example would include a student’s use of a speech-to-

text, web-based tool used when completing a multi-paragraph writing activity, 

such as the “voice typing” tool available in Google Docs; using this tool, students 

with specific learning disabilities, negatively affecting writing proficiency and 

stamina, to dictate the content of a longer compositions).  

Self-efficacy - Bandura’s (1997) psychological construct explains underlying forces  

 shaping human motivations to engage in specific behaviors. Belief in one’s  
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 capabilities to affect a desired outcome, in a given context, is tied to past mastery  

 experiences, vicarious experiences, supports promoting the behavior, and, in  

 specific cases, physiological factors (Bandura, 1997). The connection between  

 educators’ digital self-efficacy beliefs and ensuing pedagogical decisions  

 represent the primary focus of this study. 

Specific Learning Disability – The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 

2004) defines a “specific learning disability” as  

a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 

understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may manifest 

itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or to 

do mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual 

disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and 

developmental aphasia. (Sec. 300.8 (c) (10))  

Student-centered - In this study, “student-centered” references teachers’ use of  

 multimodal technology to provide individual instructional supports, specific to  

 each student’s individual level in order to maximize engagement.  

Technological, Pedagogical, and Content Knowledge (TPACK) - This conceptual  

framework, developed by Mishra and Koehler (2006, 2009), highlights the  

interplay of educators’ teaching skills, content knowledge, and ability to 

effectively integrate technology in 21st century classrooms. Mishra and Koehler 

(2006, 2009) reasoned that a digital reconceptualization of Shulman’s (1986) 

PCK framework was necessary, as the proliferation of new educational 

technologies required new educator competencies, specifically the ability to 
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integrate available technologies into instructional contexts, providing multimodal 

differentiation. In this study, the researcher interviewed writing teachers to better 

understand their integration of multimodal resources in high school English 

Language Arts inclusion classrooms, including the influence of writing 

technologies and instructional contexts on differentiated pedagogy and curriculum 

planning.   

Summary 

In this empirical study, exploring the role of ELA teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs on 

multimodal writing and applications of student-centered writing technologies revealed the ways 

diverse instructional contexts and evolving educator TPACK influence curriculum design in 

inclusion classes. In Experience and Education, John Dewey (1938) reflected on the adoption of 

new instructional materials in specific contexts, noting that a teacher should first “survey the 

capacities and needs of the particular set of individuals with whom he is dealing...(to) arrange the 

conditions which provide the subject-matter or content for experiences that satisfy these needs 

and develop these capacities” (p. 25). In 21st century classrooms, teachers should feel confident 

about their ability to implement a range of technologies to support student-centered outcomes 

(Bandura, 1997).    

Findings from this study serve to enrich the knowledge base, regarding multimodality in 

21st-century classrooms, yet more research is necessary to determine how to best support modern 

ELA teachers utilizing multimodal writing supports in high school inclusion classrooms. In a 

study exploring preservice teacher preparation and coursework on differentiated learning 

technologies, Leko et al. (2015) noted as much, writing that “there is a need for “more extensive 

knowledge of technologies that can make curriculum accessible to students with disabilities and 
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support their learning, as well as knowledge of increasingly technology-rich modern learning 

environments” (p. 27). In this interpretive phenomenological analysis, exploring the influence of 

educators’ self-efficacy beliefs and inclusion classroom settings on curriculum decision-making 

and digital differentiation of advanced writing provided practical insights, regarding ways to 

improve complex writing tasks for students with specific learning disabilities.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Investigating high school teachers’ views concerning the impact of CCSS-ELA on 

literacy instruction, Ajayi (2016) noted the influence of standards-based reforms on pedagogy, 

writing that "the core argument of the accountability movement was that schools should teach 

students the knowledge and skills to become effective workers in an increasingly globalized 

economy” (p. 1). In the case study of secondary educators, Ajayi (2016) obtained survey and 

interview responses from twenty-three high school English Language Arts teachers to determine 

how they perceived their readiness to design and deliver literacy instruction aligned with the 

CCSS-ELA standards. While Ajayi (2016) noted educators’ willingness to embed more 21st-

century skills in their pedagogy, findings from the qualitative inquiry suggest that high school 

teachers working in ELA classrooms generally felt they were unprepared to engage students in 

complex, digitally integrative literacy curricula outlined in the CCSS-ELA.  

This literature review highlights multimodal writing practices in high school inclusion 

classrooms, the influence of CCSS-ELA standards on curriculum design (9-12), the complexities 

of teaching advanced writing to diverse, mixed-ability populations, the role of educators’ 

technical, pedagogical, and content knowledge (TPACK, Mishra & Koehler, 2006; 2009) on 

instructional differentiation, and the influence of self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997) on 

teaching practices and decision-making policies concerning curricula. A review of relevant 

literature indicates that high school educators struggle to meet the CCSS-ELA expectations for 

multimodal writing; however, few studies investigate the impact of self-efficacy on writing 

teachers’ adoption and reinforcement of assistive technologies in high school English Language 

Arts instruction.          
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Multimodal Writing in High school Classrooms 

In 21st-century classrooms, English Language Arts educators must consider how the 

integration of writing technology influences curriculum design, using their own pedagogical, 

content, and technological skills can support greater student engagement and literacy growth 

(Ajayi, 2016; Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006). Raised expectations for 

technology integration in English Language Arts classrooms require educators’ digital agency 

and advanced knowledge of instructional tools (CCSS-ELA, 2022); however, few empirical 

studies explore connections between English Language Arts teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and 

their multimodal differentiation in high school inclusion classrooms.  

Multimodality in High school Writing Instruction 

Over the past twenty years, innovations in instructional technology have reshaped 

multimodal writing pedagogy in high school English classes. The wealth of digital resources 

available to high school teachers fosters instructional contexts where educators apply multimodal 

tools to scaffold students’ engagement in advanced writing tasks, using technology to support 

different phases of the writing process. As Sewell and Denton (2011) noted in their assessment 

of multimodal literacy instruction in high school English Language Arts classrooms, “knowledge 

construction has shifted away from the static, printed text to dynamic texts supported by sounds 

and pictures” (p. 61). As more advanced technologies reshape human communication and 

learning, multimodal innovation will impact the teaching of writing (Sewell & Denton, 2011). To 

support the development of 21st literacy skills through multimodal writing, modern educators 

must adopt a “mixture of communicative modes such as audio, video, images or gesture” to 

differentiate writing pedagogy, blending multimedia to structure semiotic composition in K-12 

settings (Nash, 2018, p. 342).   
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In a literature review exploring the impact of multimodal technologies on writing 

practices in high school English Language Arts instruction, Nash (2018) found that the 

application of multimodality created new opportunities for differentiation, noting that the 

continuous evolution of interactive media technologies, including specialized, computer-based 

writing supports, has had a significant impact on the teaching of writing. Reviewing findings 

from peer-reviewed studies (n=26) on multimodal writing in high school settings, Nash (2018) 

determined that multimodal writing tools inspired new methods of communication, increased 

student engagement in complex writing tasks, increased collaboration in the writing process, and 

fostered more student-centered writing approaches, by offering a range of technologies.  

More than supplementary resources to differentiate advanced composition, multimodal 

technologies are now central components of high school English Language Arts instruction 

(Applebee & Langer, 2009, 2011). The proliferation of digital resources to support independent 

and collaborative writing engagement has fostered a shift in pedagogical practices and writing 

proficiency benchmarks; per the Common Core standards for advanced writing in high school 

contexts (9-12) (Nash, 2018), students are now expected to utilize a variety of multimodal tools 

to help organize, execute, and present multimedia writing projects by the time they graduate. As 

new instructional technologies are made available, high school English Language Arts teachers 

must consider new opportunities for integrating student-centered, multimodal writing 

technologies in increasingly diverse populations (Nash, 2018). A greater emphasis on 

multimodal writing skills, within the CCSS-ELA standards, raises expectations for students’ 

digital writing engagement and pedagogical differentiation.  
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Influence of CCSS-ELA on Writing Pedagogy 

Reflecting on the impact of CCSS-ELA on English Language Arts pedagogy in K-12 

contexts, Applebee (2013) identified a curricular shift away from reading comprehension as the 

focal point of English Language Arts instruction (K-12); as Applebee (2013) noted, the CCSS-

ELA (2022) emphasizes the teaching of writing within a balanced literacy curriculum, offering a 

range of standards that highlight the use of writing to support comprehension across the 

curriculum.  

Whereas reading comprehension typified pre-CCSS literacy pedagogy (Brass, 2015; 

Greer, 2018; Goodman, 2011; Lindstrom, 2018), the CCSS-ELA standards (2022) place greater 

emphasis on writing as an academic discipline, especially in the secondary grades (Troia & 

Olinghouse, 2013; Wallender, 2014); per the CCSS-ELA (2022) frameworks for high school 

writing curricula, by the time students graduate from high school, they should demonstrate 

proficiency in the “use technology, including the Internet, to produce, publish, and update 

individual or shared writing products, taking advantage of technology's capacity to link to other 

information and to display information flexibly and dynamically” (CCSS-ELA, W.9-10.6, 2022); 

the process of differentiation is longitudinal; basic applications of writing technology become 

more advanced by the time students reach high school.  

There is a similar trend within the CCSS-ELA frameworks for advanced writing: as 

students age, norm-referenced benchmarks for measurable writing proficiency shift from basic 

understandings of syntax and grammar towards more complex tasks, in which students use 

writing not only as a means to communicate ideas but as a technique for enhancing learning, 

building content knowledge, and encouraging metacognitive thought processes (Gillespie, 2014; 

Troia & Graham, 2014). In a meta-analysis synthesizing research on the use of evidence-based 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/9-10/6/
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writing practices in the CCSS-ELA across grade levels, Troia and Olinghouse (2013) noted that 

a pedagogical focus on writing conventions in earlier grades shifts towards more integrated, 

content-focused writing by the time students reach middle and high school.  

Identifying the impact of “spiraling standards” within the CCSS-ELA frameworks, Troia 

and Olinghouse (2013) indicated that ELA standards for high school students require “more 

aspects of process and more components in text.... presumably because it is important to master 

the conventions of writing early in development" (p. 347). As students transition to middle and 

high school, CCSS-ELA standards for writing shift from instruction targeting skill acquisition - 

tied to syntactical, grammatical, and organizational competency - towards a greater emphasis on 

higher-order, metacognitive composition in which writing becomes a vehicle for exploring and 

communicating complex themes (Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014). 

Current research suggests that English Language Arts educators struggle in meeting the 

complex writing expectations outlined in the CCSS, especially at the secondary level (Ajayi, 

2016; Gillespie et al., 2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009; Li et al., 2019). In a national study exploring 

high school educators’ adoption of CCSS-aligned practices in English, math, science, and social 

studies classrooms, Gillespie et al. (2014) noted that common instructional practices did not 

align with the curricular expectations outlined in CCSS-ELA, regarding the inclusion of 

advanced analytical/critical “writing to learn” activities.  

Explaining their findings, Gillespie et al. (2014) noted the lack of advanced, semiotic 

composition and multimodal writing in modern ELA classrooms. This meta-analysis 

demonstrated how expectations for advanced writing, in which students engage in higher-order 

thinking/writing task with multimodal technologies, do not accurately reflect pedagogical 

realities (Applebee; 2013; Gillespie et al., 2014). Gillespie et al. (2014) also noted that “with 
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CCSS, writing to learn activities reach their apex in high school” (p. 1045), yet results from the 

national survey suggest that instructors in modern high school classrooms do not regularly 

integrate higher-order composition activities to support students’ synthetic, analytical, and 

critical thought skills (Gillespie et al., 2014). Multiple factors influence discrepancies between 

the stipulations of CCSS-informed writing curricula and pedagogical practices in high school 

English Language Arts classrooms.  

CCSS-ELA and Multimodal Writing 

Establishing a framework to support multimodality within advanced writing, the CCSS-

ELA (2022) defines a continuum of proposed writing experiences that integrate digital supports 

to scaffold distinct phases of the writing process. Per the writing standards, high school writers 

must demonstrate proficiency in manipulating computer- and web-based tools to support 

individual communication, research, and publication practices by the time they graduate 

(Applebee, 2013; Applebee & Langer, 2011; Troia, 2018).   

Standardized writing curricula for multimodal writing stipulate new digital competencies 

for both educators and students; while teachers must consider how student-centered technologies 

can augment their writing instruction, students are expected to build familiarity with a range of 

evolving tools (Graham & Harris, 2013; Shoffner et al., 2010).  

As Ajayi (2016) noted in an assessment of high school ELA teachers’ beliefs on CCSS-

aligned pedagogy, supporting educators’ re-evaluation and modification of traditional 

pedagogical differentiation - through the integration of digital writing tools - is essential when 

supporting greater student engagement in multimodal writing. As such, modern educators must 

develop a willingness to experiment with and reinforce new learning tools within the CCSS-ELA 

curriculum frameworks (Ajayi, 2016; Beach, 2012; Xie et al., 2017).   



 
 
 

25 
 

While the CCSS frameworks provide recommendations for technology applications in 

advanced writing pedagogy, the standards are purposefully open-ended, allowing educators to 

exercise their digital agency and integrate personal preferences when designing and 

implementing multimodal writing instruction. The CCSS-ELA define objective goals for writing 

achievement and multimodal applications by the time students reach a certain grade-level, yet the 

standards do not specify which types of multimodal writing aids can or should be implemented 

(CCSS-ELA, 2022; Dalton, 2012; Nelson et al., 2009). 

On the CCSS-ELA (2022) website, the policy authors indicate why writing curricula are 

purposefully undefined, noting that:  

By emphasizing required achievements, the Standards leave room for teachers, 

curriculum developers, and states to determine how those goals should be reached 

and what additional topics should be addressed. Thus, the Standards do not 

mandate such things as a particular writing process or the full range of 

metacognitive strategies that students may need to monitor and direct their 

thinking and learning. Teachers are thus free to provide students with whatever 

tools and knowledge their professional judgment and experience identify as most 

helpful for meeting the goals set out in the Standards. (CCSS-ELA website, Key 

Design Consideration, para. 4) 

As digital decision-makers, English Language Arts teachers are expected to utilize their 

awareness of student-centered strategies, instructional contexts, and emergent/existing 

technologies to develop pedagogy that addresses diverse writing needs (Butler et al., 2013; 

Koehler & Mishra 2009; Mishra & Koehler 2006). Reframing applications of writing technology 

in high school classrooms, the standards establish an accountability shift, emphasizing the new 



 
 
 

26 
 

role of computer-and web-based based writing tools within the modern English Language Arts 

curriculum (Greer, 2018; Wallender, 2014).  

Despite a lack of prescriptive instructional parameters for supporting digital writing 

outcomes, CCSS curriculum frameworks have not precipitated widespread adoption of student-

centered writing technologies in high school classrooms (Applebee, 2013; Beach, 2012; Dalton, 

2012); Gillespie et al. (2014) noted how, despite a focus on “teachers’ use of digital writing 

tools, report writing, written arguments, and informative/explanatory writing to ” (p. 1068), the 

implementation of more digitally-oriented curriculum standards has not fostered greater 

technology use in high school writing instruction. Considering limiting factors, availability of 

digital resources, uncertainty surrounding the most effective/appropriate tools to integrate to 

support student writing engagement in diverse instructional settings, reliance on older forms of 

technology, undefined processes for achieving specific writing outcomes, and a one-size-fits-all 

approach to technology integration all influence multimodal differentiation practices in high 

school settings (Gillespie et al., 2014).  

Exploring benefits of writing technologies on student achievement, Graham et al. (2013) 

indicated that writing tools provide effective scaffolds for writing development, helping writers 

of varying skill levels succeed. However, the ongoing development of newer, more specialized 

technologies requires evolving, agentic, and contextualized skill sets of modern writing 

educators. 

Empirical studies support the conclusion that differentiated, multimodal writing 

instruction in modern high schools does not meet the CCSS stipulations for advanced digital 

writing (Applebee, 2013; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Gillespie et al., 2014; Graham et 

al., 2013). Rather than developing digital agency, as intended, teachers still rely on more 
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traditional technologies, implementing more rote tools with word processing or spell-checking 

functionality (Dalton, 2012; Gillespie et al., 2014).   

To support students’ digital writing experiences, 21st-century literacy educators should 

understand how technology use is contextualized (Dalton, 2012; Mishra & Koehler, 2009), 

display a willingness to explore new technologies to suit student strengths and weaknesses 

(Burnett, 2014; Goodman, 2011), and ground the use of technology in content knowledge 

(Graham et al., 2013). Despite these considerations, technology applications in high school ELA 

classes remain limited to more established, universal applications of writing technologies 

(Applebee, 2013; Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011; Johnson, 2016).  

Issues with CCSS-ELA Writing Frameworks 

Considering the “norming” impact of the CCSS-ELA standards on students’ writing 

development, Halladay and Moses (2013) indicated that the CCSS frameworks, like NCLB, do 

not adequately account for a wide range of student strengths and weaknesses in diverse 

populations of writers; in their assessment, the authors noted how the standards created 

homogeneous guidelines for writing pedagogy. These curricular emphases foster writing 

pedagogy that is more “formulaic and perfunctory, rather than supporting the development of a 

flexible array of strategies for addressing a wide variety of specific audiences and purposes” (p. 

29). Thus, the universality of the ELA standards could marginalize engagement for students 

requiring more customized supports, including writers with underdeveloped foundation writing 

skills (Graham & Gillespie, 2014).   

Another criticism of the CCSS-ELA writing standards is a lack of continuity, related to 

the reinforcement of specific writing skills and objectives across grade levels (Graham et al., 

2013; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013). Assessing the sequence of writing standards to determine how 
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educators integrate previously taught concepts into their pedagogy, Graham et al. (2013) 

indicated that the CCSS-ELA establish a disjointed continuum of objectively measurable 

composition goals, from one grade level to the next, lacking continuity and accuracy while 

perpetuating instructional climates where all writers must demonstrate proficiency aligned with 

norm-referenced indicators for student achievement. 

Troia and Olinghouse (2013) noted that the CCSS-ELA “lack precision and accuracy 

with respect to what precisely students should be able to do and when...because we simply do not 

have a refined understanding of how varied aspects of writing develop across childhood and 

adolescence” (p. 348). Standardized writing instruction in K-12 schools is too generalized and 

discontinuous (Applebee, 2013; Troia & Graham, 2016; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013); the 

curriculum frameworks lack consistent skill reinforcement from one grade-level to the next, 

perpetuating uncertainties among ELA teacher populations, regarding the most effective ways to 

differentiate writing instruction for diverse learners (Graham et al. 2013; Rao et al., 2009; Straub 

& Alias, 2013; Troia, 2018).  

These gaps impact the acquisition of foundational writing skills, especially in special-

education populations (Kennedy & Deshler, 2010; Straub & Alias, 2013). Considering 

discontinuities in the writing standards, Troia and Graham (2016) noted that the absence of “key 

developmental progressions” in the curriculum frameworks perpetuate pedagogy that fails to 

meet the individualized needs of struggling writers.  

In a national survey of teachers’ attitudes towards the CCSS-ELA writing standards, 

Troia and Graham (2016) noted that teacher perceptions of continuity within the standardized 

writing frameworks was limited; summarizing their findings, Troia and Graham (2016) indicated 

that ELA instructors identified a lack of instructional “content related to important 
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developmental milestones (with which many poor writers struggle)...[and] these problems may 

indeed present serious implementation difficulties for teachers of students with disabilities and 

other struggling writers” (p. 1739). Expectations for writing proficiency increase as students 

move from one grade level to the next, yet inadequate reinforcement of previously-taught 

concepts can negatively influence writing achievement and attitudes, especially for students with 

learning disabilities impacting text generation and writing fluency (Graham et al., 2017; 

Sundeen, 2014).   

Standardized Writing and Special Education 

Investigating writing achievement among student populations with identified special 

needs, Troia and Graham (2016) noted how special education students have considerable 

difficulty meeting grade-level expectations for writing proficiency, especially by the time they 

reach high school; exploring the alignment of CCSS writing curricula with state assessments, the 

authors noted how the “writing standards omit content related to important developmental 

milestones (with which many poor writers struggle) and potentially inappropriately order 

explicated learning demands” (p. 1739).   

Empirical research supports the need for remediation and reinforcement of previously 

taught writing concepts’ skills when differentiating complex composition for weaker writers 

(Graham & Harris, 2013); however, CCSS standards do not reflect a seamless progression of 

skill-specific writing development from one grade-level to the next. Understandably, these 

discrepancies in the writing curriculum create challenges for student writers who require more 

intensive supports and remediation to engage in advanced writing (Graham et al, 2017). 

Compared with general education peers, special education students require additional 

supports to master complex, metacognitive writing (Graham et al., 2017; Grindon, 2014). Troia 
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and Olinghouse (2013) found that standardized writing pedagogy posed “significant challenges 

for educators and related services personnel because students with disabilities (at least learning 

disabilities) exhibit poorer performance on every single measured aspect of writing when 

compared to their typically developing peers” (Troia & Olinghouse, 2013, p. 348). Addressing 

the writing difficulties of students with specific learning disabilities remains a difficult 

undertaking within a standardized writing curriculum (Applebee & Langer, 2011; NAEP, 2017).  

Educator Perceptions of CCSS-ELA  

Evaluating educators’ perceptions of CCSS expectations for student writing proficiency, 

Matlock et al. (2016) noted that elementary and middle school teachers exhibited generally 

positive feelings towards the new learning standards. However, high school teachers indicated 

greater dissatisfaction with the revised curricula. Findings from the survey identified three 

contributing factors influencing educator dissatisfaction: “organizational marginalization, lack of 

agency to meet students’ needs, and imbalance of professional risk and reward” (Matlock et al., 

2016, p. 303). This study demonstrated how CCSS-aligned pedagogy in modern schools does 

little to diminish the influence of contextual pressures, tied to quantifiable writing achievement.   

Empirical research on high school ELA teachers’ experiences designing and evaluating 

CCSS-aligned pedagogy reveal the ways in which formulaic, achievement-oriented frameworks 

for advanced writing and curriculum pacing guides influence teacher agency (Applebee & 

Langer, 2011, Kiuhara, et al., 2009; Troia & Graham, 2016). Assessing educators’ perceptions of 

CCSS-aligned writing curricula in a national survey, Troia and Graham (2016) indicated that a 

majority of respondents felt that the implementation of CCSS standards fostered a greater focus 

on students’ writing engagement, more awareness of performance expectations, more rigor, more 

administrative support, and a belief that the standardized writing goals were attainable. 
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However, study participants noted negative facets of grade-level frameworks, as well, 

indicating that the curriculum contained too many writing standards per grade level, a lack of 

focus on key concepts and skills across grade levels, no concern for balancing writing instruction 

with other literacy activities, such as reading comprehension, while raising achievement 

expectations for all students, including those with identified special needs impacting writing 

development (Troia & Graham, 2016). Like Matlock et al. (2016), Troia and Graham (2016) 

noted how the overarching pressure to meet annual high-stakes performance benchmarks limited 

teacher agency in curriculum design and differentiation.  

In English Language Arts classrooms, the efficacy of student-oriented writing 

interventions depends on the educator’s ability to utilize “innovative models of pedagogy to 

teach the CCSS (e.g., shifts from scripted instruction to innovative pedagogies that work for 

students in specific schools)” (Ajayi, 2016, p. 16). This establishes raised expectations for 

English Language Arts teachers developing writing lessons for diverse high school populations, 

including students with cognitive/affective writing deficits (Butler et al., 2013; Dalton, 2012; 

Roberts et al., 2012).   

High school Writing Expectations and Special Education 

In an era of standardized writing curricula, Troia et al. (2016) noted that students’ writing 

proficiency and engagement depends on educators with “increased sophistication of knowledge, 

skills, and strategies applied across diverse writing tasks for diverse purposes and 

audiences…(through) an additive and integrative approach to instruction” (p. 129). To support 

diverse writers, English Language Arts teachers must consider how their own pedagogical, 

content, and technical knowledge support student writing outcomes (Mishra & Koehler, 2006; 

Graham et al., 2013; Troia et al., 2016). However, empirical research suggests that test-centric, 
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achievement-oriented instructional cultures and an overriding preoccupation with accountability 

and quantifiable writing outcomes fosters pedagogy that marginalizes educators’ contextualized 

awareness of student writing needs (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Graham & Harris, 2013; Kiuhara 

et al., 2009).   

In a study exploring trends in ELA pedagogy and writing outcomes in middle- and high 

school classrooms, Applebee and Langer (2011) collected survey data from anonymous 

questionnaires and interviewed students, teachers, and administrators to gauge the impact of 

standardization policies on writing curricula and student proficiency. Applebee and Langer 

(2011) found that a high-stakes testing cultures marginalize the teaching of writing; they 

determined that academic writing engagement, as a component of balanced literacy instruction in 

public-school settings “matters less than multiple choice or short answer questions in assessing 

performance in English…(and) given the dearth of writing required on most tests, this creates a 

powerful momentum away from the teaching of writing” (p. 18). In their national study, 

Applebee and Langer (2011) cited the marginalizing influence of standardized frameworks on 

writing instruction, indicating how a standardized curriculum limited teacher agency in 

instructional decision-making, leading writing teachers to structure their pedagogy around 

formulaic, scripted templates for determining objective proficiency. 

Per the standards, writing for high school age populations is multi-faceted and 

increasingly complex, requiring advanced technical, orthographic, and organizational 

competencies of adolescent writers (Shofner et al., 2010). In a meta-analysis comparing writing 

traits in students with identified special needs and their general education peers, Graham, 

Collins, and Rigby-Willis (2017) identified the complex nature of higher-order composition, 

noting that high school assignments – per the CCSS - typically  
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Require the orchestration of handwriting, typing, spelling, and sentence construction 

skills...strategies for planning, evaluating, monitoring, drafting, and revising text… 

(consideration of) topic, genre, linguistic, and semantic knowledge for creating 

meaning…(and) motivational aspirations to put these skills, strategies, and knowledge 

into play. (p. 199)  

These findings show how standardized frameworks for school-based writing foster an 

instructional climate where students with a range of writing skills, including those writers 

continually struggling with negative perceptions of their own capabilities, are expected to 

demonstrate writing growth commensurate with the proficiency guidelines outlined within the 

ELA standards (Troia & Olinghouse, 2013).   

Analyzing empirical studies on writing attitudes among populations of high school 

students, Ekholm et al. (2018) noted that, within classroom settings, “communal components 

interact reciprocally with community members’ cognitive, affective, and motivational resources, 

including members’ prior knowledge, emotions, and beliefs about writing” (p. 831). For high 

school students, prior writing successes and/or struggles, self-awareness of their own 

competencies, and engagement in collaborative, digitally differentiated writing tasks all 

influence writing motivations (Ekholm et al., 2018; Troia et al., 2013). For student writers who 

struggle with grade-level writing expectations, especially those individuals with identified 

special needs, motivation to engage in advanced composition remains low. 

Addressing Writing Deficits in Special Education Student Populations 

In a study exploring student achievement trends and teacher perceptions of standardized 

writing instruction, Gillespie, Graham, Kiuhara, and Hebert (2014) noted how high school 

writing activities are typically limited to rote tasks with minimal integration of textual analysis or 
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critical thought, characterized by infrequent engagement in more complex “writing to learn” 

composition tasks. The study authors also noted an increase in the percentage of special 

education students in collaborative ELA classes, another factor shaping teachers’ willingness to 

integrate more advanced, digitally differentiated writing into curriculum frameworks.   

Compared with nondisabled, grade-level peers, students with special needs struggle with 

metacognitive, analytical, organizational and mechanical/syntactic aspects of advanced writing 

(Berninger & Swanson, 2010; Graham & Harris, 2013). In a meta-analysis comparing the writing 

achievement of students with learning disabilities with general-education peers, Graham et al. 

(2017) noted large differences in effect sizes across multiple studies comparing the two student 

populations on various cognitive and affective traits that influence student writing motivation 

and engagement.  

The authors also noted that learners with identified writing weaknesses consistently 

achieved below non-LD peers on the following performance measures: writing quality (–1.06); 

organization (–1.04); vocabulary (–0.89); sentence fluency (–0.81); conventions of spelling, 

grammar, and handwriting (–1.14); genre elements (-0.82); output (–0.87); and motivation (–

0.42) (Graham et al., 2017, p. 199). Results from the meta-analysis indicate the ways that writing 

skills of students with specific learning disabilities reflect a wide range of cognitive and/or 

behavioral challenges influencing engagement in advanced writing (Graham & Harris, 2013; 

Sundeen, 2014).  

Cognitive and Behavioral Factors Shaping Writing Engagement 

Other empirical studies reveal similar cognitive/affective struggles marginalizing the 

writing experiences of students with special needs. In a case study exploring the ways evidence-

based literacy practices - integrating reading, spelling, and writing components - affect writing 
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development in special education populations, Harris et al. (2017) noted that students 

experiencing cognitive and motivational difficulties in literacy learning, “often find writing 

intimidating, experience and expect failure, and dislike writing” (p. 264). By the time students 

enter high school, increased expectations for advanced writing proficiency and declining student 

motivations to engage in standardized writing influences engagement and outcomes (Applebee & 

Langer, 2011; Ekholm et al., 2018).  

In another study exploring connections between students’ physiological/cognitive 

impairments and writing outcomes in special education populations, Berninger and Swanson 

(2012) analyzed the influence of compromised working memory in SLD students with noted 

writing weaknesses. Empirical findings demonstrate how students with Oral and Written 

Language Learning Disabilities (OWL-LD) impacting  

Written language acquisition may share a common impairment in not only one or more of 

the executive functions (EFs) for supervisory attention and regulation of WM (working 

memory) activities (focus, switching, sustaining), but also search and find in LTM (long-

term memory), and updating in WM. (Berninger & Swanson, 2012, p. 314)  

Data on students’ memory issues showed how writers with OWL-LD have a difficult time 

recalling previously-taught, foundational writing skills to support independent composition.  

Like Berninger and Swanson (2012), Rouhani et al. (2016) noted that special education 

students with dyslexia and dysgraphia lack the mental macrostructures that support complex 

writing engagement, necessitating the use of differentiation strategies to help these struggling 

individuals. To adequately address student writing needs frequently requires customized 

instructional modifications, using student-oriented curriculum supports to remediate individual 

weaknesses (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; Rouhani et al., 2016).  
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Students who have difficulty maintaining an awareness of audience, contextualized word 

usage, and organizational structures struggle with self-regulation, attention to topic, and 

motivation to engage in complex writing (Bray et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2016, Graham & 

Harris, 2011). In a meta-analysis comparing the writing abilities of special education students 

with general education peers, Graham et al. (2017) surveyed writing outcomes among the two 

populations, noting that perceived difficulty of an assignment had a significant limiting influence 

on writing motivations among special education populations. Gauging students’ awareness of 

foundational composition skills and structures, the researchers cited the “spiraling complexity” 

of the writing standards as marginalizing factors, affecting writing attitudes and achievement in 

struggling writers.  

In another meta-analysis exploring the influence of self-regulatory approaches to writing 

instruction for students with specific learning disabilities, Graham et al. (2013) noted similar 

trends, characterizing writing samples from students with learning disabilities as demonstrating 

“little effort...to evaluate or rework...ideas or to consider the constraints imposed by the topic, the 

needs of the audience, or the organization of text” (p. 406). For students with dysgraphia and/or 

OWL-LD, engagement in complex writing activities clearly proves challenging. Other studies on 

writing development in special education student populations reveal similar outcomes, noting 

declining achievement scores on objective, norm-referenced measures of students’ writing 

progress, especially at the high school level; these results indicate that mastery of advanced 

writing skills in the target population remains an unrealized goal (Applebee, 2013; Gillespie et 

al., 2014; Troia, 2018).  

Considering the need for more differentiated writing instruction and remediation of basic 

skills in modern English Language Arts classrooms, Graham et al. (2013) noted that the range of 
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difficulties impacting student writing attitudes and achievement require pedagogical versatility 

and flexibility. As more high school students with specialized needs receive instruction in 

inclusion classrooms, implementing differentiated supports, specifically chosen to suit the 

writing strengths and weaknesses of mixed-ability populations, is an instructional necessity 

(Dixon et al., 2014). As Harris et al. (2017) indicated, students’ "writing success depends on 

reducing how much attention and thought they direct to transcribing ideas into words” while 

increasing their awareness of effective writing structures and genres through the use of supports 

that scaffold each phase of the writing process (p. 263).  

Writing Instruction in High school Inclusion Classrooms 

While the number of students receiving special education services under the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) in K-12 public schools increased from 6.3 million 

in 2000-2001 to 7.0 million in 2017-2018, the percentage of students receiving at least 80% of 

their instruction in collaboratively taught classrooms increased from forty-seven to sixty-three 

percent over the same time period (NCES, 2020). As such, a majority of special-education 

students in K-12 public schools currently receive writing instruction in general-education 

settings.  

As students with special needs typically exhibit more negative attitudes towards 

standardized writing tasks, effective pedagogy requires educators’ cognitive, behavioral, and 

contextual awareness of each student’s individual writing needs (Graham et al., 2013). As 

Gillespie et al. (2014) noted in a meta-analysis of effective writing interventions for students 

with SLDs, "simply providing students with a graphic organizer or procedure to use while 

writing, without providing explicit instruction, modeling, and guided practice, is likely 

insufficient for students with LD" (p. 469).   
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Considering instructional practices to circumvent and remediate the influence of students’ 

below-average working memory on writing proficiency, Berninger and Swanson (2012) noted 

that explicit instruction in different orthographic constructs, such as morphological coding, 

syntactic coding, and the contextualized use of executive functions could augment writing 

engagement for marginalized student populations, specifically those with poor working memory. 

According to the authors, student-centered writing interventions will help students to better 

understand  

Storing and processing...corresponding spoken and written word parts that signal 

meaning and part of speech… word order for parts of speech and function words that 

signal meaning relationships among content words with semantic referents...(and) focal, 

switching, and sustaining attention, and self-monitoring and updating working memory. 

(Berninger & Swanson, 2012, p. 316) 

As these high school students with limited working memory struggle to engage in more 

advanced, computer-based writing, educators must consider how to foster students’ willingness 

to use assistive writing technologies. 

Digital Writing Interventions for Students with Writing Difficulties 

Empirical research on digital writing pedagogy revealed the positive influence of 

technology on special education students’ writing achievement. In a case study exploring the 

impact of laptop integration at an “urban, under-privileged” high school in New York, Mouza 

(2008) noted that students who had access to multimodal writing technology showed greater 

engagement in more “sophisticated activities,” including tasks integrating multimedia resources 

in pre-writing, drafting and publication; Mouza (2008) also found that students’ use of digital 
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supports fostered writing motivations and participatory, collaborative engagement in complex 

composition.   

In comparison with peers who did not have laptop access during literacy instruction, 

those students with computers exhibited more positive attitudes towards writing and greater 

achievement outcomes, regarding the complexity and depth of thought evident in writing 

samples. Additionally, educators’ anecdotal reflections demonstrated how students from low-

SES backgrounds – many of whom had limited access to writing technologies outside of the 

classroom – were able to fully engage in the digital writing activities with targeted, explicit 

instruction in the computer-based applications (Mouza, 2008). 

In a similar study, Rao et al. (2009) conducted a case study of digital writing 

interventions in Hawaiian public schools, establishing control and experimental groups of 

special-education students to assess the impact of multimedia-writing tasks on engagement and 

achievement in high school classrooms. Using a mixed-methods research design, Rao et al. 

(2009) noted that there were statistically significant discrepancies between pretest and posttest 

scores within the experimental group but minimal gains within the control group of students 

(those who did not have access to the multimedia presentation tools). Additionally, special 

education students who had lower pretest scores made greater gains than peers who initially 

scored higher on the pretest, indicating that multimodal writing and digital differentiation 

supported achievement gains. Like Mouza (2008), Rao et al. (2009) conducted teacher 

interviews, noting that teachers perceived positive correlations with writing motivation and 

attitudes when learners engaged in digital writing tasks.   

In a meta-analysis of word-processing outcomes for students in grades 2-11 with 

identified SLD, Morphy and Graham (2012) completed a regression analysis to review the 
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findings from twenty-seven previous studies on impactful digital-writing applications for 

struggling writers. Results from the meta-analysis identified statistically significant gains for 

writing quality (0.52 ES), ideation/organization (0.66 ES), composition length (0.48 ES), 

mechanical correctness (0.57 ES), and motivation to engage in and complete writing tasks (1.42 

ES) when students utilized digital tools to engage in standardized writing tasks (Morphy & 

Graham, 2012). Of particular note, the authors (2012) indicated that “powerful writing quality 

effects were associated with word processing programs that provided text quality feedback or 

prompted planning, drafting, or revising (d = 1.46)” (p. 641).   

Compared to writing with pen-and-paper, multimodal composition provides special 

education students with additional levels of embedded differentiation to scaffold their writing 

development (Gillespie & Graham, 2014). While these findings suggest positive cognitive and 

affective outcomes for computer-based writing in high school contexts, technology application 

trends in public high schools reflect more generalized, one-size-fits-all multimodality to support 

writing engagement (Applebee, 2013; Applebee & Langer, 2011; Gillespie et al., 2014). 

Instructional Contexts and Digital Writing Outcomes for Special Education Students 

In their national survey of high school writing in the post-NCLB era, Applebee and 

Langer (2011) noted that teachers typically integrate word-processing as a facet of class-based 

writing instruction, yet “most teachers have not embraced the notion that the use of technology in 

the classroom can be a powerful way to cognitively engage students in content learning” (p. 23). 

These findings demonstrate how the use of student-centered writing tools - to support the 

planning, execution, completion, and self-evaluation stages of advanced writing - remain limited 

(Evmanova et al., 2016; Johnson, 2016). 
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Considering the ways instructional contexts influence multimodal writing applications in 

high school ELA classrooms, Gillespie and Graham (2014) identified literacy instructors’ 

uncertainties, regarding the integration of digital resources to scaffold writing, and a preference 

for more traditional, pencil-and-paper instruction. Assessing the relationship between 

instructional setting and student writing outcomes, Gillespie and Graham (2014) hypothesized 

that contextual factors, such as availability of digital resources, complexity of writing tasks, time 

commitments for implementing digital writing tasks, planning needs, and appropriateness of 

student-centered interventions created multiple challenges shaping technology integration.  

Gillespie and Graham (2014) indicated that successful multimodal writing outcomes 

depend on educators’ technology experience, as well as contextual factors, related to learning 

environments, student demographics, and the availability of technology. Findings from the meta-

analysis reveal that literacy instructors are not integrating multimodal tools to support student 

engagement in the kinds of higher-order, multimodal writing stipulated in the CCSS curriculum 

frameworks.  

In a case study of high school English Language Arts teachers, Shoffner et al. (2010) 

drew similar conclusions, regarding writing teachers’ willingness to differentiate complex 

writing tasks with a range of multimodal tools, selected carefully to scaffold each phase of the 

writing process. Analyzing qualitative data to highlight the writing pedagogy of a small sample 

of literacy teachers at a Midwestern public high school, the authors found that it was essential for 

modern educators to recognize opportunities for remediation and engagement afforded by 

multimodal writing supports (Shoffner et al., 2010); reviewing their findings, the authors 

indicated that writing teachers in modern schools must apply their own pedagogical, content, and 

technological knowledge (TPACK) and interests to instructional designs for differentiated 
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writing; areas of particular emphasis, related to digital writing, include collaborative engagement 

in technology exploration/experimentation and a willingness to overhaul more traditional writing 

pedagogy through frequent integration of student-oriented technologies (Shoffner et al., 2010). 

However, empirical research on digital writing in public high schools reveals that English 

Language Arts teachers often feel unprepared to incorporate new assistive technologies into their 

pedagogical frameworks for advanced writing (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Johnson, 

2016). To promote writing gains and support student engagement in advanced writing, greater 

emphasis must be placed on ELA teachers’ preparations to teach with multimodal resources 

(Graham & Harris, 2009). Educators must feel confident in their abilities to integrate assistive, 

student-centered technologies to support writing student outcomes (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich, 2010; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013).  

Technological, Pedagogical, and Content Knowledge (TPACK) 

Analyzing the influence of technology on differentiated writing instruction for students 

with learning disabilities, Edyburn (2013) indicated that "the field of educational technology has 

begun to recognize the complex interactions that affect a teacher's ability to use technology 

effectively in the classroom” (p. 18). One model for conceptualizing the interrelated components 

framing multimodal pedagogy is the Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) 

paradigm, developed by Mishra and Koehler (2006, 2009).  

As a framework for exploring self-efficacy and digital pedagogy in modern schools, the 

TPACK model frames curriculum design as a shifting construct tied to the integration of three 

knowledge domains: educators’ awareness of technology and potential instructional applications, 

their pedagogical expertise, and their content-area knowledge. The TPACK model (Koehler & 

Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006) positions the three knowledge domains in an 
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interrelated, triadic orientation, where instructional outcomes depend on educators’ ability to 

synthesize the three knowledge domains when planning for and implementing multimodal 

pedagogy.  

The TPACK framework is a reconceptualization of the Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

(PCK) paradigm developed by Shulman (1987). Shulman noted how effective teaching relies on 

a synergistic relationship between an educator’s content knowledge and their ability to apply a 

range of contextualized pedagogical skill(s). Shulman (1987) espoused a belief that  

Effective pedagogy requires the development of educators’ content expertise as well as 

their ability to elucidate subject matter in new ways, recognize and partition it, clothe it in 

activities and emotions, in metaphors and exercises, and in examples and demonstrations, 

so that it can be grasped by students. (p. 13)  

In modern English Language Arts classrooms, expectations for advanced multimodal writing 

necessitate new teacher competencies, regarding educators’ ability to select and reinforce 

instructional technology (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2012; Xie et al., 2017).  

Modeling the interplay of educators’ technological knowledge (TK), pedagogical 

knowledge (PK), and content knowledge (CK) in curriculum decision-making, Koehler and 

Mishra revised TPACK in 2009, placing the triadic diagram within a contextual “bubble” to 

account for the influence of instructional settings and student demographics on multimodal 

teaching. (Figure 1; Koehler & Mishra, 2009):  
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Figure 1 

Model of Technical, Pedagogical, and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework (2009) 

 

As a paradigm for exploring digital integration, the TPACK model conceptualizes the interplay 

of psychological factors – such as educators’ confidence in their abilities to modify pedagogy 

with a range of multimodal resources - with environmental factors, such as availability of 

resources, students’ familiarity with assistive technologies, and classroom demographics.  

TPACK and Instructional Planning 

Exploring the influence of TPACK-aligned professional development on subsequent 

pedagogical modifications in high school classrooms, Harris (2013) noted that preparing teachers 

for 21st-century teaching represents a challenging prospect, as TPACK is “ever-emerging, 

negotiated, and changing among community members, and is not always coherent, consensual, 
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or consistently enacted” (p. 197). Considering multimodal pedagogy within a standardized 

instructional framework for advanced writing, educators’ digital awareness, past experiences, 

and confidence for contextualized technology applications shape differentiation. 

Investigating theoretical foundations of TPACK, Angel et al. (2016) noted that educator 

TPACK represents a “situated form of knowledge” (p. 16); while teachers utilize pedagogical, 

content-area, and technological skills to support learning outcomes, they must also cultivate an 

evolving “knowledge of the surrounding educational context (including knowledge about the 

students, the school, the school social networks, parental concerns, the available infrastructure, 

etc.” (pp. 16-17). Assessing TPACK development in secondary teachers with noted strengths in 

digital teaching, Harris and Hofer (2011) identified the ways that TPACK influenced curriculum 

planning, noting that educators must understand how differentiated technology applications 

augment traditional pedagogy.  

Technocentrism 

While further specialization of instructional technologies, over time, provides a shifting 

array of options for integrating writing supports in high school settings (Gillespie et al., 2014; 

Shoffner et al., 2010), more rote applications can diminish writing engagement and proficiency 

(Beach, 2012; Dalton, 2012). As Angeli and Valanides (2009) noted in their assessment of 

epistemological and methodological issues impacting digital pedagogy, simply providing 

students with more frequent access to multimodal supports will not foster the multifaceted, 21st-

century writing experiences outlined in the CCSS standards.  

Focusing on the need for more contextualized, targeted integration, Angeli and Valanides 

(2009) noted that, in order to avoid technocentric frameworks for instruction, digital learning 

should be situated and authentic; further, educators should identify as members of “a larger 
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learning and professional community for the purpose of exchanging perspectives, resolving 

dilemmas, and confronting uncertainty in transforming classroom practice” (Angeli & Valanides, 

2008, p. 166). Without consistent collaborative feedback, support, and pedagogical 

experimentation, framing multimodality in the classroom, the possibility of technocentric 

applications grows. 

Harris and Hofer (2011) recognized this issue when researching educator TPACK in high 

school Social Studies classrooms, noting that more effective digital educators consistently “shift 

the focus for technology integration away from the technologies themselves” (p. 227); other 

studies affirmed the need for curriculum-design methodologies that reflect educators’ awareness 

of individual writing needs, overarching instructional goals, and how writing technologies can 

reconcile the two across instructional contexts (Applebee, 2013; Butler et al., 2013; Dalton, 

2012).  

Analyzing the influence of TPACK-aligned professional development on curriculum 

planning and differentiation, Harris and Hofer (2011) interviewed seven social studies teachers 

as they participated in workshops to support digital teaching. To understand the influence of in-

service professional development on high school educators’ TPACK, Harris and Hofer (2011) 

analyzed the reflections of participating teachers, including their perceptions of professional 

development outcomes on digital learning strategies. Of the study participants, multiple teachers 

indicated that the training inspired a greater awareness of contextualized applications of digital 

resources in their own classrooms, transforming more traditional, text- and teacher-centric 

instructional orientations (Harris & Hofer, 2011).   

One teacher offered her thoughts on the value of the TPACK PD experience, stating that 

“I don't want to just ‘do technology’ for the sake of technology...I want technology to be an 
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effective tool for the...activities I am actually choosing. I am more conscientious about [this 

now]” (Harris & Hofer, 2011, p. 225). This statement reflects how TPACK awareness and 

motivation to design multimodal lessons increased, following participation in TPACK-oriented 

professional development (Harris & Hofer, 2011). Although small in scope (n=7), the case study 

showed the benefits of in-service TPACK in remediating technocentric mindsets for 

integration.     

In 21st-century classrooms, teachers make value judgements, regarding their ability to 

effectively integrate technology (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010); in turn, these judgements 

shape digital differentiation. Reflecting on curriculum decision-making shaping digital 

instruction, Harris and Hofer (2011) noted that teachers participating in their study  

First considered the content to be addressed, then predicted (based on past experience) 

what would engage students to learn that content in the deepest way possible...(then) they 

made these decisions while factoring in awareness of available time, resources, and a 

myriad of other contextual constraints. (p. 225)  

Completing the study, researchers found that educators’ past successes and/or failures integrating 

technology informed current approaches; feedback from those in-service teachers who initially 

expressed greater confidence incorporating digital resources to differentiate pedagogy - prior to 

completing the TPACK-aligned  PD - indicated that their higher self-efficacy beliefs for 

multimodal differentiation correlated with more frequent integration of diverse, student-oriented 

technologies (Harris & Hofer, 2011).  

Psychological and Environmental Factors Shaping TPACK 

Reviewing expectations for multimodal writing development within the CCSS 

frameworks, Dalton (2012) noted that educators are expected to “integrate technology effectively 
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into instruction and prepare their students to be creative producers and critical consumers of 

digital media, resources, and tools” (p. 12). However, discrepancies in evolving TPACK 

influenced the amount of effort that educators apply when integrating and reinforcing 

multimodal supports. Considering the range of technical experiences and competencies 

represented within the national population of high school teachers, TPACK diversity fostered 

disparate levels of digital learning for students (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010).   

Considering shifts in educator TPACK, recent research shows that preservice educators’ 

digital agency diminishes following their transition to full-time, in-service teaching (Kimmons et 

al., 2015). Contextual pressures, including challenges with classroom management, adherence to 

pacing guides, varying levels of student technical proficiency, and educators’ preferences for 

established technologies influence multimodal differentiation (Mouza, 2016).   

Analyzing the impact of educators’ technology beliefs on pedagogy, Li et al.  (2018) 

surveyed 928 secondary educators to identify how their perceptions of instructional technology 

shaped subsequent integration practices in the classroom. Li et al. (2018) noted that even though 

novice teachers typically integrated more multimodal tools, as compared with more veteran 

educators, neither population made significant efforts to ensure that selected technologies were 

adequately “student-oriented,” in that they reflected a consideration of individual learners’ needs. 

These findings support the claim that advanced TK of in-service teachers does not necessarily 

foster more student-centered technology applications.  

Empirical research shows how discrepancies in TPACK among K-12 educators 

influences instructional design (Angeli et al., 2016). As more specialized technologies become 

available to teachers, informed educators make value judgements on how specific tools will 

impact student learning in their classrooms; however, studies investigating ELA teachers’ 
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willingness to pursue multimodal differentiation reveal a preference for more generalized 

applications of technology (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Edyburn, 2013; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich, 2010).   

Harris and Hofer (2011) noted that educators have not yet grasped the full potential of 

instructional technology, and they lack the self-efficacious beliefs – tied to assessment of their 

own digital-pedagogical skills – that foster multimodality in the classroom. To overcome this 

issue, educators must think critically and contextually about opportunities for multimodal 

differentiation while assuming a flexible, open orientation towards selection and reinforcement 

of specialized technologies (Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006). 

In a literature review of TPACK studies, Ertmer and Ottenbreirt-Leftwich (2010) related 

similar themes, noting that “although teachers might believe that technology helps them 

accomplish professional and/or personal tasks more efficiently, they are reluctant to incorporate 

the same tools into the classroom for a variety of reasons” (p. 258); some of the contributing 

contextual factors that limited multimodal differentiation included a lack of resources, limited 

time to adopt/reinforce technology, difficulty incorporating technologies into established 

routines, and the need to meet high-stakes performance benchmarks by the end of each grade-

level (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010).   

Digital Supports in Inclusion Classrooms 

Assistive technology, defined by the Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals With 

Disabilities Act of 1988 (20 U.S.C. § 1401 [35]), is “any item, piece of equipment, or product 

system, whether acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to 

increase, maintain, or improve functional capabilities of individuals with disabilities” (p. 

1046). As increasing numbers of special-education students receive collaborative ELA 
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instruction in inclusion classrooms (Applebee & Langer, 2011, 2013; Gillespie & Graham, 

2014), providing tools that increase students’ access to curriculum content, promote digital skill 

acquisition, and engage reluctant writers are primary concerns of collaborative educators.   

Reviewing theoretical frameworks underlying the revised TPACK paradigm (Koehler & 

Mishra, 2009), Angeli et al. (2016) noted how contextualized technology applications can help 

close achievement gaps between special- and general-education students, promoting equity and 

inclusivity. Considering digital applications in mixed-ability classrooms, Edyburn (2013) 

indicated that teachers and administrators commonly view assistive tools as “off-the-shelf” 

technologies with universal applications for learning, as opposed to more learner-centric 

interventions. This trend in technology integration has a trickle-down impact on pedagogy, 

fostering instructional settings where tools are chosen not for their specialization but for their 

ability to target or remediate broad academic skills across diverse student populations. 

Structuring differentiated pedagogy for special education students in inclusion 

classrooms, collaborative educators’ comprehensive knowledge of each student’s 

academic/behavioral needs shape the selection, integration, and reinforcement of student-

oriented technologies (Erdem, 2017; Evmanova et al. 2015; Leko et al., 2015). To address the 

diverse needs of marginalized students and support engagement in higher-order cognition, 

including advanced writing in high school English Language Arts classrooms, integration of 

assistive technologies depends on educator TPACK. 

Digital Literacy Instruction 

Few empirical studies explore literacy instructors’ TPACK, especially their use of 

multimodal ELA instruction to differentiate advanced writing in high school inclusion 

classrooms; the limited body of current research confirms findings from previous TPACK 
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studies, regarding the need for more individualized applications of digital writing supports 

(Applebee, 2013; Erdem, 2017; Harris, 2016). Assessing the influence of TPACK PD on 

curriculum design in high school English Language Arts instruction, Johnson (2016) noted 

commonalities in pre-/post-PD decision-making, indicating that PD had a limited impact on 

digital differentiation; analyzing previous studies to better understand how English Language 

Arts teachers conceptualize the role of technology in their pedagogy, Johnson (2016) 

hypothesized that reliance on generalized, widely-integrated technologies demonstrated 

educators’ reluctance to move away from more routinized literacy instruction.  

While participants expressed positive views of student-centered writing technologies, 

following a week-long workshop targeting educator TPACK, subsequent analysis of post-PD, 

digital writing pedagogy revealed that multimodal composition remained a supplemental activity 

within the overarching instructional framework for advanced writing. Reflecting on the results, 

Johnson (2016) noted how teachers’ individual beliefs, including uncertainty regarding the 

pedagogical transition towards more frequent multimodal writing, limited agentic orientations 

for technology integration.   

Findings from this study demonstrated how “tools can easily be used to reify hierarchical 

and constraining pedagogies that do little to reshape school or the learning experiences of 

students” (p. 55). This study highlighted writing differentiation strategies and educators’ 

perceptions of their digital capabilities influencing pedagogical decision-making; of the 

participants, those teachers with greater self-efficacy for technology integration displayed greater 

agency in selecting and reinforcing specific writing tools after the TPACK-oriented training. 

In a national study of digital literacy, Hutchinson and Reinking (2011) identified a similar 

trend, regarding the disconnect between educators’ professed idealism for differentiated 
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technology applications and their supplemental uses in these resources in classroom settings; the 

researchers indicated that “there seemed to be a gap between (literacy teachers) perceptions 

about the importance of integrating (technologies) into their instruction and their reported use of 

them” (p. 322).  While teachers surveyed expressed their appreciation for technology - as a 

resource to foster differentiation and more student-centered pedagogy – an assessment of their 

digital integration practices revealed infrequent usage (Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011). The 

literacy studies conducted by Johnson (2016) and Hutchinson and Reinking (2011) showed that 

educators who self-identified as having advanced TPACK and who participated in multimodal 

PD did not fully explore the potential applications of specialized technologies to support 

students’ achievement and attitudes.  

Considering the open-ended nature of the CCSS writing standards, regarding technology 

integration protocols for multimodal differentiation, pedagogical modifications are an accurate 

reflection of an educators’ contextualized TPACK (Harris & Hofer, 2011; Hutchinson & 

Reinking, 2011; Nelson et al., 2009). The absence of prescriptive guidelines within the CCSS 

allows educators to choose what works best for them, relying on their TPACK and knowledge of 

instructional contexts to select student-centered digital resources (Beach, 2012; Johnson, 2016).  

However, the lack of established parameters for integrating and reinforcing instructional 

technologies can perpetuate feelings of uncertainty, doubt, and unwillingness to overhaul 

existing instructional frameworks (Dalton & Smith, 2012; Edyburn, 2013; Harris & Hofer, 

2011). In English Language Arts instruction, educators’ TPACK shapes differentiated learning; 

in this context, teacher’ self-efficacy beliefs play a pivotal role in mediating technology 

integration practices.  
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TPACK and Self-Efficacy  

In his seminal work exploring human self-efficacy beliefs as psychological constructs 

driving engagement in specific behaviors, Albert Bandura (1997) recognized the growing 

influence of technology on society, noting how “the rapid pace of social and technological 

change requires people to learn new competencies or to adapt pre-existing ones to changing 

conditions to keep their skills from becoming outmoded” (p. 213). In modern ELA classrooms, 

educators’ instructional self-efficacy beliefs shape the ways they differentiate complex academic 

tasks (Johnson, 2016).   

Empirical research on TPACK supports the claim that digital self-efficacy has a 

significant influence on pedagogical decision-making and the range, diversity, and frequency of 

embedded multimodal applications in the classrooms (Ertmer & Ottenbreit Leftwich, 2010; 

Greene, 2018; Li et al., 2018; Palak & Walls, 2009). As Bandura (1997) noted, “information 

technologies provide educational opportunities, but self-motivation and aspirations will 

determine, in large part, what is made of those opportunities” (p. 214). While few empirical 

studies explore the influence of English Language Arts educators’ TPACK self-efficacy on 

multimodal writing engagement in high school inclusion classrooms, additional research 

could support greater understandings of the way evolving technologies, CCSS-ELA writing 

curricula, and the demographic diversity of mixed-ability populations shape integration of 

differentiated writing technologies.   

This study utilizes Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy framework to explore the influence of 

TPACK self-efficacy beliefs on high school English Language Arts teachers writing pedagogy in 

inclusion classrooms. Focusing on the ways past mastery experiences, vicarious learning, and 

peer-support networks contribute to in-service educators’ TPACK, the researcher explored high 
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school teachers’ self-efficacious beliefs for multimodal differentiation, offering ideas to support 

ELA teachers’ TPACK development within a standardized instructional climate while also 

supporting writing outcomes in special education student populations. 

Theoretical Framework: Self-Efficacy 

Considering teachers’ integration of digital technology across instructional contexts, 

Voogt et al. (2016) noted that “technological knowledge does not only refer to the instrumental 

skills needed to operate the technology...,but also implies knowledge of the affordances of the 

technology to achieve personal and professional goals” (p. 37). For modern educators, TPACK 

development depends on contextualized awareness of digital skills, a belief in the 

appropriateness of specific digital tools to promote positive instructional outcomes in given 

classroom contexts, and the confidence to select, implement, and support student learning 

through the use of specific technologies (Voogt et al., 2016). 

As a psychological construct mediating individual motivations to engage in specific 

behaviors, Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as “beliefs in one's capabilities to organize and 

execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (pp. 2-3).  According to 

Bandura (1997), self-efficacy beliefs arise from individual perceptions of lived experience(s); 

whether or not a person is successful in attaining a desired outcome through a specific behavior 

shapes future motivations for increasing the frequency of that same behavior. Successful 

outcomes result in greater motivations to utilize a “proven” behavior again. In the context of this 

study, exploring the digital efficacy beliefs of high school English Language Arts teachers 

demonstrates how past experiences and personal beliefs, tied to the integration of writing 

technologies, affect pedagogical orientations for advanced writing.  
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Bandura (1997) indicated that four facets of lived experience shape individual self-

efficacy beliefs: enactive mastery experiences, tied to positive or negative outcomes resulting 

from past behaviors; vicarious experiences, in which an individual observes modeled behaviors; 

verbal persuasion that includes positive comments or encouragement to engage in a specific 

behavior, and, to a lesser extent, pleasurable physiological/emotional outcomes resulting from 

particular behaviors. In Bandura’s theory, these four factors determine individual motivations for 

engaging in specific behaviors. 

Bandura (1997), acknowledging the influence of self-efficacy beliefs on motivation for 

individual actions, noted that  

Such beliefs influence the courses of action people choose to pursue, how much effort 

they put forth in given endeavors, how long they will persevere in the face of obstacles 

and failures, their resilience to adversity, whether their thought patterns are self-hindering 

or self-aiding, how much stress and depression they experience in coping with taxing 

environmental demands, and the level of accomplishments they realize. (p. 3) 

In high school English Language Arts classrooms, literacy educators’ pedagogical 

successes/failures, observations of more digitally-adept colleagues, and supportive interactions 

with other teachers shape self-efficacy beliefs, tied to their use of digital resources to teach 

writing (Li et al., 2019; Hughes, 2005). While educators with advanced, multimodal self-efficacy 

beliefs typically exhibit greater confidence in differentiating advanced writing tasks (Ertmer & 

Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010), educators who rely on more traditional approaches to writing 

pedagogy express limited TK (Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011). 
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Impact of Self-Efficacy on Instructional Planning 

Gauging the influence of educators’ self-efficacy beliefs on student learning and 

instructional decision-making, Usher and Pajares (2008) conducted a literature review of self-

efficacy studies, noting that classroom context plays a strong role in determining how much 

effort teachers devote to differentiation. Their findings support Bandura’s (1997) concept of self-

efficacy as a psychological construct shaped by environmental and social factors. According to 

Bandura’s (1997) framework, the evolution of individual efficacy belief represents a socially-

mediated process, whereby interactive, personal experiences shape human motivation for 

engagement in specific behavior. In his seminal text, Bandura (1997) wrote that “human 

behavior cannot be fully understood solely in terms of either social structural factors or 

psychological factors...a full understanding requires an integrated causal perspective in which 

social influences operate through self-processes that produce the actions” (p. 6).  

In high school English Language Arts instruction, contextual factors, such as 

communication among educators, diverse learning environments, student demographics, and 

standards-based writing curricula, contribute to individual perceptions of self-efficacy (Liou et 

al., 2016). Like Bandura (1997), Usher and Pajares (2008) noted that the development of 

educators’ self-efficacy is “ecological”; in the classroom, the development of self-efficacy 

beliefs relies on contextual awareness, recognizing how motivations are influenced by 

“multidimensional factors rather than assum(ing) that only a handful of factors operating in 

isolation are sufficient to explain...these important beliefs” (p. 786). As such, diverse social, 

academic, and cultural contexts shape pedagogy and teachers’ perceptions of their own 

capabilities in crafting multimodal lessons.  
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Considering educator self-efficacy beliefs, Bandura (1997) noted how academic-content 

mastery and contextual awareness support motivational constructs driving educators’ 

pedagogical decision-making. Considering how instructional contexts either support, or hinder, 

the development of teacher self-efficacy, Bandura (1997) stated that teacher beliefs are 

dependent upon “maintaining an orderly classroom conducive to learning, enlisting resources 

and parental involvement and children's academic activities, and counteracting social influences 

that subvert students’ commitment to academic pursuits” (p. 243). When teachers perceive their 

abilities can affect specific, desired instructional outcomes, motivation to engage in these 

behaviors will increase.  

Self-Efficacy and Digital Differentiation 

In the absence of defined curriculum parameters for differentiating multimodal writing 

instruction, 21st-century educators use their digital agency to customize digital pedagogy. In the 

classroom, instructional decisions, differentiation strategies, and implementation of specialized, 

student-centered interventions reflect educators’ confidence in their abilities to support positive 

learning outcomes in specific classroom contexts (Bandura, 1997; Liou et al., 2016). However, 

proliferation of more specialized writing technologies establishes a flexible framework for 

multimodality; in this context, educators’ self-efficacy beliefs, tied to individual TPACK, 

influence the amount of effort expended when differentiating advanced writing lessons. 

In a study exploring connections between self-efficacy beliefs and differentiation, Dixon 

et al. (2014) noted that accounting for learners’ diverse experiences/backgrounds and academic 

abilities poses unique challenges for modern educators. Analyzing teacher interviews and 

feedback from questionnaires, Dixon et al. (2014) indicated that teachers frequently struggle 

when trying to account for the wide range of student writing abilities in modern ELA classrooms, 
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a factor that can limit self-efficacious beliefs, regarding educators’ perceived abilities to 

effectively address all learners’ needs through curriculum differentiation. Exploring efficacy 

beliefs within elementary, middle, and high school teacher populations, Dixon et al. (2014) also 

noted that those teachers who participated in professional development felt more confident in 

their differentiation skills, and they were more effective in remediating individual student 

weaknesses. 

Considering the influence of technology on teachers’ self-efficacy, professional 

development, firsthand experience manipulating new technologies, and peer feedback can 

positively influence digital teaching across instructional settings (Bandura, 1997). In a 

randomized study of high school teachers’ digital self-efficacy, Li et al. (2018) found that 

teachers who expressed self-confidence in their technical knowledge (TK) were open to 

implementing a greater variety of multimodal supports with greater frequency.  

Findings from the randomized study demonstrated how high school teachers who spent 

more time exploring learning technologies exhibited greater willingness to apply these tools in 

the context of class-based instruction (Li, et al., 2019). In this national study, high school 

educators’ multimodal self-efficacy had a positive correlation with technology integration 

practices across a range of grade levels and content areas (Li et al., 2019).  

Recognizing the transformative influence of instructional technology on more traditional 

pedagogy, Bandura (1997) noted that “educational systems will be relying increasingly on 

electronically-mediated instruction” (p. 241); as such, multimodal learning outcomes are 

dependent on “special types of teacher efficacy...technologies change rapidly, requiring continual 

upgrading of knowledge and skills…(as) teachers’ beliefs in their efficacy affect their receptivity 

to, and adoption of, educational technologies” (p. 241). In high school English Language Arts 
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classrooms, multimodal scaffolding of advanced writing tasks for mixed-ability student 

populations depends on educators’ TPACK and confidence in their abilities to engage struggling 

writers in higher-order writing. 

Current research on 21st-century writing highlights the relationship between self-efficacy 

and educators’ willingness to utilize student-centered writing applications in high school 

classrooms (Dixon et al., 2014; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Li et al., 2019). While 

educators who identify as effective manipulators of technology are more likely to integrate 

digital tools into lesson frameworks (Bandura, 1997), research on multimodal self-efficacy is 

limited, especially in high school ELA inclusion classrooms (Ertmer et al., 2012).  

Considering the influence of self-efficacy in instructional settings, Bandura (1997) noted 

that the proliferation of instructional technologies “shifts the emphasis in teachers’ pedagogical 

efficacy from rote instruction to training and how to think creatively, evaluate the deluge of 

information...and use available knowledge productively” (p. 241). In modern schools, specialized 

technologies and greater demographic diversity raise expectations for differentiated instructional 

design and educator TPACK (Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006).  

Bandura’s theory stipulates that belief in one’s ability to accomplish a specific task 

fosters more frequent engagement in that behavior; as such, digital differentiation reflects the 

influence of educator self-efficacy on curriculum decision-making. To help struggling high 

school students become proficient, engaged writers within classroom contexts shaped by 

increasing enrollment, high-stakes assessments, raised expectations for technology integration, 

and rapidly diversifying demographics, high school English Language Arts teachers must 

cultivate new, multimodal skills and differentiation strategies (Gillespie et al., 2014; Koehler & 

Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Troia, 2018).   
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Analyzing TPACK in K-12 teacher populations, Voogt et al. (2014) indicated that “a 

teacher’s professional reasoning about practice helps to reveal the knowledge and beliefs 

underlying that practice” (p. 42). To support more nuanced understandings of environmental and 

psychological factors shaping multimodal differentiation in advanced writing instruction within 

high school inclusion classes, assessing English Language Arts teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy 

highlights areas for improving student-centered orientations within a standardized writing 

curriculum.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides details on the research design of this phenomenological-

interpretive study. The researcher includes an overview of descriptive and interpretive 

phenomenology as research paradigms, establishing a rationale for the interpretive analysis of 

high school inclusion teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, as they influence writing instruction and the 

application of student-centered writing technologies. To gauge the impact of psychological and 

environmental factors on the integration of multimodal resources within high school writing 

pedagogy, the researcher analyzed interpretive reflections of literacy teachers with firsthand 

experience supporting diverse learners with specialized writing tools in high school classrooms. 

In this chapter, the researcher includes information regarding the study site, participants, and 

methodological considerations related to data collection and analysis. The author also provides 

detailed descriptions of the processes used to protect research participants, to incorporate 

reflexivity into the analysis process, and to improve trustworthiness of the data. 

Research Questions 

• How do high school English Language Arts teachers’ experiences shape TPACK self-

efficacy, regarding the integration of multimodal writing supports in inclusion 

classrooms? 

• What impact does context have on high school English Language Arts teachers’ digital 

self-efficacy beliefs and reinforcement of 21st-century writing tools in collaborative 

classrooms? 

Research Design 

In this qualitative study, the researcher explored the influence of high school educators’ 

past/current experiences with assistive writing technologies on their digital self-efficacy, 
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specifically related to TPACK (Koehler & Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006). 

Understanding the impact of English Language Arts educators’ motivations and instructional 

contexts on pedagogical decision-making requires an in-depth look at the individual self-efficacy 

beliefs that shape the selection, integration, and reinforcement of multimodal writing 

technologies.  

To research the lived experiences of teachers integrating multimodal writing supports in 

high school inclusion classrooms, the author used an interpretive-phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) methodology to identify “how individuals are perceiving the particular situations they are 

facing… (and) how they are making sense of their personal and social world” (Smith & Osborn, 

2012, p. 55). The researcher interpreted participants’ phenomenological reflections through the 

lens of self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997), using the TPACK conceptual framework (Koehler 

& Mishra, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006) to identify factors influencing educators’ 

technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge, regarding writing technology applications. 

As a qualitative methodology, phenomenology focuses on participants’ lived experiences 

of a specific phenomenon. Using an interpretive-phenomenological research design (Smith et al., 

2009), the author uncovered aspects of writing pedagogy that educators may take for granted, 

researching new or unrealized meanings that English Language Arts teachers attributed to their 

integration of multimodal writing supports for high school students with identified writing 

deficits (Laverty, 2003). As Eatough and Smith (2017) noted in their assessment of interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA), effective interpretation is grounded in the “valuing (of) the 

evidence of everyday life...it is through the close examination and reflection of this life that its 

meaningfulness and significance is made known” (p. 23). In this study, the researcher employed 
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an interpretive phenomenological approach to assess the influence of educators’ digital self-

efficacy on their teaching practices.  

As a research methodology, the genesis of phenomenology connects with a turn-of-the 

century theoretical movement, initiated by scholars who eschewed the use of rigid, overly 

structured approaches to data collection and analysis within qualitative inquiry (Laverty, 2003). 

The development of transcendental (or descriptive) phenomenology is credited to German 

philosopher Edward Husserl; Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology focuses on participants’ 

consciousness of the phenomenon under study (Husserl, 1965), engaging in a process of 

reduction in order to arrive at the essence of shared experience among participants, which reveals 

the “the core meaning of an individual's experience that makes it what it is” (Kafle, 201, p. 182).  

Reviewing methodological considerations in different branches of phenomenology, 

Laverty (2003) noted that, in Husserlian phenomenology, “conscious awareness was the starting 

point in building one’s knowledge of reality….by intentionally directing one’s focus, Husserl 

proposed one could develop a description of particular realities” (p. 23). However, the Husserlian 

paradigm for phenomenological inquiry presupposes that the essence of a phenomenon is 

objective, universal, and felt/experienced the same way by all participants. Thus, in 

transcendental-phenomenological research, the Husserlian framework presupposes a positivist 

reality in which “the end result is a description which discloses the phenomenon and shows it in 

a pure and primordial sense” (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p. 24). In this context, descriptions define 

the essence of experience, which Husserl conceptualized as the invariant structure(s) linking all 

participants who experienced a specific phenomenon. 

In contrast to Husserl, Martin Heidegger postulated that it was impossible to arrive at the 

essence of a specific phenomenon through phenomenological reduction. For Heidegger, 



 
 
 

64 
 

“meaning is found as we are constructed by the world while at the same time we are constructing 

this world from our own background and experiences” (Laverty, 2003, p. 24). In Heidegger’s 

view (1927/1962), individuals are constantly (re)interpreting their experiences, and these unique 

views are continually reshaped by personal and contextual factors (Laverty, 2003). As such, 

Heidegger supported the belief that the essence of phenomenological experience can never truly 

be objectively defined. 

Like transcendental phenomenology, Heidegger’s interpretive approach focuses on the 

meaning that individuals ascribe to their experience(s) of a specific phenomenon; however, it 

provides a more flexible framework for data collection and analysis, supporting the “ontological 

perspective of the belief in the existence of not just one reality, but of multiple realities that are 

constructed and can be altered by the knower” (Laverty, 2003, p. 26). As an interpretive 

phenomenologist engages in data collection and analysis, the researcher initiates a process of 

perpetual, co-interpretive reflection with the participant, using a hermeneutic circle to move 

“from the parts of experience, to the whole of experience and back and forth again and again to 

increase the depth of engagement with and the understanding of texts” (Laverty, 2003, p. 24).  

Co-analyzing narrative interpretations of lived experience along with the study 

participants, interpretive phenomenologists avoid rigid evaluation of the phenomenon by 

“valuing particularity, preserving variability, and acknowledging contingency” (Eatough & 

Smith, 2017, p. 24).  By co-constructing meaning with participants, interpretive 

phenomenologists go beyond a straightforward assessment of descriptive experience to interpret 

the subjective meanings that participants attribute to their experiences. Through this process of 

ongoing interpretation, a “person’s experience of the phenomenon and the sense they make of 

their experience rather than the structure of the phenomenon itself” inform data collection and 
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analysis (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p. 3). In this study, the participants and researcher “co-

interpreted” the meanings that ELA inclusion teachers attributed to their experiences with 

multimodal writing technologies, exploring the impact of digital self-efficacy and high school 

contexts on instructional decision-making.  

Rationale 

In this study, the researcher investigated the influence of instructional contexts, teachers’ 

self-efficacy beliefs, and technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge (Koehler & Mishra, 

2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006) on their use of multimodal writing technologies in high school 

English Language Arts classrooms. To gain a better understanding of underlying psychological 

and/or contextual factors influencing the curriculum decision-making processes that shape 

multimodal high school writing, interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) provided an ideal 

methodology for assessing the interpretations and reflections of English Language Arts teachers 

who use digital tools to scaffold writing engagement for struggling writers. 

As previously noted, IPA provided a flexible framework for data collection and analysis, 

incorporating the rich, narrative reflections of participants and collaborative, interpretive-analytic 

procedures “to capture particular experiences as experienced for particular people” (Smith et al., 

2009, p. 16). Rather than trying to discern the essence of the phenomenon under study, the author 

used IPA to highlight educators’ “wishes, desires, feelings, motivations, belief systems…(and) 

how these manifest themselves or not in behaviour and action” (Eatough & Smith, 2017, p. 8). 

The researcher collected and analyzed data from semi-structured interviews, adopting a reflexive 

orientation towards interpretive reduction, using the thoughts and reflections of participating 

educators to highlight their use of multimodal writing technologies in inclusion classrooms. 
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In their assessment of IPA, Eatough and Smith (2017) noted that IPA researchers view 

“the people and the worlds they inhabit as socially and historically contingent and contextually 

bounded” (p. 4). Focusing on the first-person perspectives of English Language Arts teachers 

implementing assistive writing tools to support struggling writers, the researcher used IPA to 

interpret their contextualized experiences with writing technology. The IPA methodology 

fostered flexibility in data collection and analysis; as the co-interpretations of participants’ lived 

experience framed new directions for inquiry within an IPA, the researcher assumed a reflexive 

orientation towards emergent findings.  

Smith et al. (2009) noted how capturing and interpreting the lived experiences of 

participants is typically a complex, malleable process that can be difficult to define. To fully 

investigate the embodied, unique experiences of teachers integrating assistive writing tools, the 

researcher sought to avoid a rigid framework for analysis, which typically relies on one-sided, 

researcher-driven interpretation(s) of participants’ descriptive reflections of their lived 

experiences. Making interpretive connections between educators’ TPACK self-efficacy and 

pedagogical decision-making required a methodological approach utilizing a more flexible, 

democratic orientation to data collection and analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2012). 

According to Kafle (2011), a researcher’s successful interpretation of lived experience 

relies on the “dynamic interplay” between multiple factors: “commitment to an abiding concern, 

oriented stance toward the question, investigating the experience as it is lived, describing the 

phenomenon through writing and rewriting, and consideration of parts and whole” (p. 191). In 

this IPA, the researcher relied on these guiding concepts to frame data collection and analysis, 

using a collaborative, reflexive stance to co-interpret participants’ shared narratives. Exploring 

the meanings English Language Arts teachers attributed to their application of multimodality 
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technologies in ELA inclusion classrooms, the researcher highlighted educators’ shifting 

TPACK self-efficacy. 

As a qualitative methodology for educational research, IPA can “reveal subtle, intimate, 

and nuanced accounts of teaching and learning experiences from the standpoint of those 

experiencing it” (Noon, 2017, p. 81). Interpreting self-efficacy views of teachers through 

collaborative discussions on digital writing applications revealed the psychological and 

environmental factors that both contribute to and diminish educators’ utilization of these 

resources. In educational contexts, interpretive analysis of teachers’ lived experiences supported 

more nuanced understandings of pedagogical design and curriculum decision-making (Van 

Manen, 1990), providing an effective methodology for exploring teachers’ perceptions of 

technology and their experiences implementing writing supports in inclusion classrooms.  

Setting 

The study site is a large, suburban high school in Northeast Georgia with a sizable (> 200 

individuals) population of racially and socio-economically diverse students with identified 

special needs; most of the special education students at the study site have “specific learning 

disability” exceptionalities and receive collaborative services in inclusion settings.  

In 2014, the local school district in which the high school is located adopted a 1:1 

computer initiative, whereby all students in grades three through twelve gained school- and 

home-based access to personal computers (student laptops were not accessible to students over 

the summer months). At the proposed study site, computer-based learning is ubiquitous across 

academic content areas, and educators are expected to include digital differentiation strategies in 

their thematic units and weekly planning documents. 
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As the district transitioned to a 1:1 model for technology integration in 2014, 

administrators and district technology experts drafted a vision statement to highlight the value of 

computer-based learning for all enrolled students: 

Digital literacy is not about devices; it’s all about our teachers and how they choose to 

use learning technologies to make classrooms relevant and innovative…Resources are 

available at our fingertips, and our students and teachers are able to stay at the forefront 

of recent knowledge and discoveries - because technology is updated every millisecond. 

Our students are learning to be both consumers and creators of content, and we have seen 

the teaching and learning experience greatly enhanced as the instructional process has 

been transformed to meet the needs of 21st century students. 

As such, all high school teachers employed at the study site are expected to regularly engage 

students in different types of computer- and web-based learning. At the study site, the 

universality of digital learning provided an ideal context for researching teachers’ motivations 

for utilizing writing technology in collaborative English Language Arts classrooms.  

Having taught at the research site for nine years, the researcher established strong 

relationships with many of the study participants, including special and general education 

instructors working in English Language Arts inclusion classrooms (9-12). This familiarity with 

instructional environments, personnel, and multimodal writing practices at the high school 

enriched data analysis; in this setting, the researcher’s awareness of context and relationships 

with participants helped narrow the co-interpretive focus on inclusion teachers’ digital self-

efficacy beliefs during data collection and analysis procedures (Smith et al., 2009).  
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Sampling Strategies 

In this interpretive phenomenology, the author used two purposeful sampling techniques 

to recruit a small, representative group of English Language Arts educators currently 

implementing assistive writing technology in inclusion classrooms (Patton, 2014, Smith et al., 

2009). Using criterion sampling, the author identified a group of 4-6 teachers at the study site 

with experience using multimodal writing supports to differentiate writing pedagogy for mixed-

ability student populations (Smith et al., 2009). 

Identifying a smaller, “fairly homogeneous sample” heightened the author’s awareness of 

“psychological variability within the group by analyzing the pattern of convergence and 

divergence which arises,” as teachers shared personal experiences integrating digital writing 

supports and co-interpreting their meaning (Smith et al., 2009, pp. 49-50). Study participants 

were limited to the following criteria: 

• Currently working at _______ High School 

• Currently serving students through an inclusion model for at least one class period, daily; 

(students of mixed-ability levels, regarding writing competency, are typically enrolled in 

the same inclusion classes) 

• Currently classified as either a certified English Language Arts teacher (general 

curriculum, 9-12) or an interrelated special education teacher with English Language Arts 

certification (general curriculum, 9-12); (All teachers have knowledge of the curriculum 

expectations for student learning and writing proficiency.) 

• Currently providing ELA instruction based on the curricular mandates of the CCSS-ELA; 

(The use of technology is an integral component of advanced writing tasks for high 

school students, as per the instructional frameworks established by the CCSS-ELA.) 
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• Currently serving in a “collaborative” or “co-teaching” role at the study site  

Years of experience working as either a general or special education teacher in inclusive English 

Language Arts classrooms, at either the study site or in another high school setting, was not used 

as evaluative criteria for participation.  

The second sampling strategy used was convenience sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). To explore the impact of English Language Arts teachers’ digital self-efficacy beliefs on 

their integration of writing technologies in inclusion classrooms, the researcher recruited study 

participants from the high school where he currently teaches. As Patton (2015) noted, defining 

information-rich cases is a vital consideration in purposeful sampling; at the study site, the 

researcher’s relationships with collaborative teachers, awareness of current multimodal writing 

supports used to scaffold English Language Arts instruction, and knowledge of the English 

Language Arts (9-12) curriculum supported the use of convenience sampling techniques. In this 

interpretive phenomenology, researcher proximity to information-rich cases at the study site 

suggested that convenience sampling was an appropriate technique for identifying a 

representative group of participants who have experienced the identified phenomenon.  

After receiving permission from the local school district and building administrators (to 

initiate the study), the researcher identified a representative group of four participants for this 

qualitative study (Smith et al., 2009). The researcher emailed an initial survey (as a Google 

Form) to both general (n = 13) and special education (n = 5) teachers working in inclusive 

English Language Arts classrooms at the study site; this survey helped gauge faculty interest in 

the study, indicating which individuals meet the sampling criteria outlined above.  

In interpretive phenomenology, a smaller sample size, in the range of four to six 

participants, provided enough cases to identify similarities and differences between participants 
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without generating an overwhelming amount of data (Smith et al., 2009). From the initial survey 

of English Language Arts educators, the researcher identified qualified special education and 

general education teachers, choosing two or three participants from each group in order to 

provide a balance of perspectives in data collection and analysis. (After reviewing the survey 

results, the researcher contacted each potential participant, individually, to verify their 

willingness to engage in this interpretive study and distribute consent forms.)  

Regarding the use of a smaller sample in interpretive phenomenology, Smith et al. (2009) 

noted that data collection and analysis “requires time, reflection and dialogue, and larger datasets 

tend to inhibit all of these things” (p. 52); as such, the researcher used purposeful sampling 

techniques to identify a small, information-rich group of English Language Arts teachers who 

currently support students’ writing engagement through the integration of assistive writing tools.  

Educators who completed and submitted the initial interest survey - while meeting the 

necessary sampling criteria - were selected for participation in this study. Ultimately, two special 

education and two general education teachers were chosen, based on their qualifications and 

responses to the survey. Prior to the semi-structured interviews, these participating teachers were 

given pseudonyms to protect their anonymity during data collection and analysis procedures. 

Participants 

Using criterion- and convenience-sampling protocols, the researcher recruited four 

teachers at the study site to participate in the interpretive phenomenological analysis. Two of the 

educators, Julie and Bill, work as interrelated special education teachers at the high school, 

serving students in ninth and eleventh grade ELA inclusion classes, respectively. The other 

participating teachers, Gloria and Tina, are general education teachers who work with students in 
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both on-level, inclusion classes and advanced ELA classes; Gloria supports sophomore students 

while Tina works with seniors at the study site.  

Prior to completing lesson-plan analysis and semi-structured interviews at the study site, 

the researcher collected biographical information on the four participants, in order to highlight 

past teaching experiences/preparation. This information is detailed in the biographical 

“snapshots” of each participant, included below:   

Julie 

The first participant, “Julie”, is a veteran special education teacher with over thirty years 

of experience working at high schools in Georgia, Tennessee, and Mississippi. Teaching at the 

study site for six years, Julie has worked primarily in 9th and 11th grade Language Arts 

inclusion classrooms, differentiating reading and writing instruction to address the learning needs 

of special education students with underdeveloped literacy skills and limited motivations to 

engage in complex writing tasks. Considering how writing struggles influence writing 

motivations in mixed-ability student populations, Julie noted that “students are absolutely 

reluctant to write, and in my classes, seem to have difficulty forming cohesive, grammatical, and 

original compositions.”  

Reflecting on meaningful experiences that shaped her approach to curriculum design and 

multimodal differentiation of advanced writing instruction, Julie noted how she had previously 

attended several writing and technology-oriented professional learning workshops. In our 

conversations, Julie indicated that these experiences had noted benefits on lesson planning, 

student-centered pedagogy, and her self-confidence, when using computer- and web-based 

technologies to modify a more complex, multi-step writing task, stating that PL on 21st century 

writing techniques and supports had “broadened my perception of what constitutes writing to 
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encompass more than the traditional classroom assignments…these experiences have led me to 

incorporate writing instruction with multimedia projects.”  

Considering her active role in promoting technology within the collaborative language 

arts classrooms at the study site - to scaffold complex writing activities and foster student 

engagement - Julie expressed agentic feelings, tied to her past experiences modifying instruction 

during the COVID-19-prompted quarantine in the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years. Reflecting 

on how professional learning has reshaped her approach to multimodal writing during in-person 

instruction, Julie noted that “I'm pretty comfortable with the use of technology…The year and a 

half of COVID provided me with the opportunity to learn lots of new skills to reach students and 

keep their interest.”   

As a special educator, Julie noted how she values one-to-one interactions with her 

students in inclusion classrooms, expressing a belief that targeted, intensive writing support 

provide her students with the greatest benefits. Reflecting on her teaching style, Julie explained 

that she tries to emphasize visual/spatial components when designing writing activities, and she 

indicated that she frequently uses individual conferences to scaffold advanced writing for those 

students with the greatest needs/struggles. Expressing more agentic orientations for 

multimodality, as compared to the other study participants, Julie tries to carefully select and 

integrate writing technologies that she feels her students can manipulate independently.  

Bill 

The second participant, “Bill,” also works as a special education teacher at the study site. 

Currently serving students in 11th grade inclusion classrooms, Bill has worked in the local 

district for twenty years, supporting middle-school and high school special education students 
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who regularly struggle with complex writing tasks, such as longer essay assignments and project-

based writing. 

Working with 11th graders, Bill noted how he must prepare students for a summative, 

standardized measure of writing proficiency each year - the Lit 11 “End of Course” (EOC) 

assessment - and, as such, he felt obligated to use more rigid formats/supports to help students 

achieve this goal. Considering the challenges of working in a mixed-ability inclusion classroom, 

Bill noted that his students “face an uphill struggle to produce consistent quality and quantity in 

an EOC Lit class.” 

Reflecting on the ways this shapes his instructional design, curriculum planning, and 

student-centered writing approaches, Bill noted that, when planning a writing activity within a 

language arts inclusion class, he initially consults “the EOC writing rubric and course standards, 

then see where the students are at…If we can't meet halfway, then we have to meet the students 

where they are at.”  

Providing feedback on past experiences that influenced his differentiation and lesson 

planning, Bill noted that, as a high school student, learning to write in a rigid, formulaic 

framework influenced his own pedagogical approach to scaffolding advanced writing tasks for 

reluctant writers in inclusion classes, noting that in order “to build a constructed response with 

citing evidence, then using that format to build an essay,” he was conditioned to write in a very 

specific way (reflecting on his own experiences as a high school student); this had a trickle-down 

effect on the way he design writing tasks within his current inclusion classrooms.  

Bill noted how he frequently encouraged more competent student writers in the 11th 

grade inclusion classes to “write more freely and break away from this format…the skeleton of 

(the constructed response format) is still there underneath.” Reflecting on the way this influences 
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writing instruction, Bill indicated that he tried to emphasize the more structured frameworks for 

composition when working with students with underdeveloped writing skills. 

Considering the ways multimodal writing resources shaped the curriculum in mixed-

ability inclusion classes, Bill noted that he appreciated the affordances of multimodal writing 

tools, indicating that students’ “comfort level is getting better” when integrating new resources to 

support writing outcomes and engagement. Reflecting on his teaching style in collaborative ELA 

classes, Bill indicated how he integrates embedded technologies within online writing platforms, 

providing students with a multimodal resource that they can revisit, as needed, to refine their 

writing skills. He noted how he values proximity when working with his students, and, like Julie, 

he tries to provide opportunities for students to share their writing in individual conferences. Of 

the participating ELA teachers, Bill placed greater emphasis on the value of curriculum 

standards; during interviews with the researcher, he continually referenced the writing standards, 

citing the cumulative, longitudinal orientation of writing curricula for grades 9-12 as beneficial 

to inclusion students with specific learning disabilities affecting writing development.   

Gloria 

“Gloria,” the third participant, is a 10th-grade general education teacher. Gloria has 

worked at the study site since obtaining her undergraduate degree five years ago. She currently 

supports students in inclusion and advanced English Language Arts class, and is passionate about 

differentiation and supporting the writing needs of special education students, citing these 

concerns as contributing factors influencing curriculum planning and instructional modifications. 

Discussing past experiences that shaped her writing pedagogy, Gloria noted that “the 

most impactful influence on my writing instruction wasn't actually a class - I worked for three 

years as a writing tutor in the…writing center, which allowed me to work with all levels 
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(freshman to PhD) in all disciplines.” Considering how these experiences shaped writing 

pedagogy in her mixed-ability inclusion classrooms, Gloria noted how addressing a wide range 

of writing needs, in a post-secondary, collegiate setting, prepared her to remediate writing 

struggles in diverse high school populations, especially when working with students who 

struggle with “writing stamina and below-grade-level writing.” To help her students develop 

confidence in their abilities as writers and engage them in advanced composition, Gloria 

indicated that she typically “(tries) to conference individually for major writing assignments and 

allow choice as much as possible.” 

Reflecting on the role of technology in advanced writing, Gloria noted that she had 

limited agency when integrating digital resources to scaffold phases of the writing process, 

stating that “my co-teachers are always excellent at differentiating materials”; however, 

Gloria  noted that, while her approaches to digital differentiation sometimes “feel pretty limited,” 

she tried to focus more on “student choice,” providing writers with digital options that appeal to 

their preferred styles/formats for writing.    

Gloria is passionate about her students’ writing, regularly using composition activities to 

facilitate critical discussions on representation, expression, and empowerment within her tenth-

grade ELA inclusion classes. Teaching both advanced and inclusion students at the study site, 

Gloria focuses on students’ emotional well-being as well as their continued academic success, 

and she easily establishes strong relationships with her students. She is skilled at motivating 

reluctant writers, as well. 

In her inclusion classes, students frequently complete journaling activities in composition 

books, reflecting Gloria’s pedagogical preference for a balance of digital and traditional writing 

approaches; speaking to the researcher, she indicated how the use of traditional approaches help 
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mediate issues with writing reluctance among some of her most resistant students. When 

scaffolding multimodal writing activities, she favors the use of graphic organizers with 

structured, visual-spatial orientations, providing interactive documents with a series of sequential 

steps, helping her inclusion students appreciate the longitudinal nature of higher-order 

composition. 

Tina 

The fourth participant, “Tina,” is a general education teacher who teaches twelfth-grade 

inclusion and advanced English Language Arts classes at the study site. Working in a high 

school setting for the past three years, Tina has 20 years of experience in public education, 

including roles as an elementary special education teacher and paraprofessional. Working with 

seniors at the high school, Tina established strong relationships with her students inside and 

outside of the classroom, focusing on students’ social-emotional development and well-being. 

These traits strengthened Tina’s role as a writing teacher, and she used her strong personal 

connections with students to improve one-to-one conferencing on their writing development. 

While Tina expressed concern that there was “not enough time to write” within the 

twelfth- grade Language Arts curriculum, she helped mitigate the limited curricular focus by 

implementing proven frameworks for composition, including writer’s workshop activities with 

peer conferencing and lots of constructive feedback during drafting and revision phases.  

When scaffolding longer, more complex writing assignments, Tina noted that “choice 

and interest, peer feedback, (and) student exemplars” were key instructional considerations 

within a flexible lesson design, essential to developing a “community of writers” in the 

classroom. Reflecting on the need to continually monitor students’ writing progress and 

remediate difficulties as students move through the different phases of the writing process, Tina 
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indicated that “charting progress…modeling and breaking down steps” with a concrete, student-

centered orientation was critical in supporting student engagement. 

Regarding technology applications, Tina noted that she favored a “grassroots” approach 

to technology integration, allowing her to select and reinforce tools she felt comfortable with and 

which have the greatest benefits for improving writing engagement and student achievement, 

given the classroom context and compatibility of the different multimodal resources. Reflecting 

on her own self-efficacy for writing technologies, Tina noted that “I am pretty comfortable and 

continue to learn new ways to engage and excite students.” 

Tina favors collaborative approaches in her inclusion classes and frequently uses 

workshop sessions where students write and constructively critique their progress on current 

class projects. She also provides guided, whole-group lessons where the class reviews 

anonymous samples of student writing, from previous twelfth-grade students, dialoguing about 

strengths and areas for improvement within each shared piece. Tine is very explicit in the way 

she models writing expectations for her students, and she frequently incorporates high-interest 

samples of writing from established authors to scaffold writing prompts or to facilitate critical 

discussions on composition styles and authors’ unique voices.  

Data Collection 

Using interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore high school English 

Language Arts teachers’ experiences integrating multimodal writing technologies in inclusion 

classrooms, the researcher collected data from semi-structured interviews and lesson-plan 

analysis to identify personal/contextual factors impacting teachers’ digital self-efficacy beliefs 

and curriculum decision-making processes. In this study, the primary source of qualitative data 



 
 
 

79 
 

was collaborative teachers’ experiential narratives on their use of multimodal writing 

technologies to support mixed-ability student populations.  

Lesson-Plan Analysis  

Before conducting semi-structured interviews, the researcher analyzed high school ELA 

teachers’ lesson plans (available through a shared Google Drive at the study site) for evidence of 

multimodal writing (Appendix D; Appendix E). To ground the IPA in grade-level instructional 

frameworks, the researcher first evaluated lesson plans for evidence of pedagogical 

differentiation and curriculum decision-making trends, using the findings to inform subsequent 

lines of inquiry during initial and follow-up interviews with participating ELA teachers. 

To accomplish this task, the researcher analyzed lesson plans for evidence of multimodal 

writing applications, highlighting examples of assistive technologies intended to support 

struggling writers in inclusion settings. Smith et al. (2009) noted that supplementary resources 

enrich the interpretive analysis, noting that an initial review of additional qualitative data can 

help contextualize the narrative interviews and highlight unanticipated lines of inquiry related to 

the research topic.   

Per district expectations, lesson plans from high school inclusion classes included 

evidence of teachers’ digital differentiation practices and their use of multimodal technology to 

support different phases of the writing process. Before conducting each in-depth, interpretive 

interview, the researcher read and annotated participants’ lesson plans from current instructional 

units; at the study site, instructional units are approximately four weeks long and include four 

separate sets of week-long lesson plans. These lesson plans reflected individual and collaborative 

curriculum decisions-making, regarding multimodal differentiation of advanced writing. 
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Semi-Structured Interviews 

Using semi-structured, in-depth interviews to obtain narrative data on educators’ 

experiences integrating digital writing supports in inclusion classrooms, the researcher “elicit(ed) 

detailed stories, thoughts, and feelings from the participant(s)” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 57). Citing 

the benefits of narrative analysis in IPA, Conway (2003) noted that narratives interviews offer 

personal reflections on experience, using the words of individuals who have direct experience 

with a specific phenomenon to create rich, multi-layered interpretations. In this study, 

participating ELA teachers’ narrative reflections provided opportunities for both the participant 

and researcher to interpret underlying meanings - within the lived experience – throughout the 

dialectical engagement (Smith et al., 2009). 

In this study of digital self-efficacy, the researcher focused on English Language Arts 

teachers’ previous and current successes/failures integrating multimodal writing technologies, 

the influence of collaborative supports on their digital writing instruction, vicarious digital 

experience(s), and, to a lesser extent, physiological reactions stemming from digital 

differentiation (Bandura, 1997). To investigate personal and contextual factors shaping 

educators’ use of technology, the researcher facilitated in-depth interviews with participating 

English Language Arts teachers at the study site. During these interpretive interviews, educators’ 

thoughts and reflections guided lines of inquiry (Smith et al., 2009). Using the narrative 

interview format, English Language Arts inclusion teachers had an opportunity to speak, at 

length, about the meaning they ascribe to their unique experiences integrating multimodal 

technologies. 

To foster an interview climate in which participants felt comfortable sharing personal 

reflections on technology integration practices, the researcher established a protocol to support 
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confidentiality and trust. (Laverty, 2003). The researcher asked participants whether they would 

prefer to conduct in-person interviews at the research site or whether they wanted to complete 

the interviews using a digital platform with audio and video capabilities, such as Zoom or 

Google Meet. (All participating educators agreed to in-person interviews.) 

Throughout the study, the researcher collaborated with participants to ensure the veracity 

of interpretive findings (Alase, 2017). After each interview, the researcher asked participants if 

they would like to continue in the study, inquired about their feelings, and reminded them that 

they could withdraw from the study at any time. (No participants withdrew from the study.) The 

researcher also used member-checking to ensure that each participating teacher had the 

opportunity to review annotated transcripts and the researcher’s initial interpretations of their 

experiences, following each interview; this verification process helped clarify any uncertainties 

or inconsistencies prior to subsequent analysis of each transcript.  

In IPA, flexible, semi-structured interview formats provided an opportunity to modify 

lines of inquiry throughout the data collection process, using narrative reflections of participants 

to explore new and unanticipated interpretations of lived experience (Smith & Osborn, 2012). At 

the study site, the researcher conducted two in-depth interviews with each participating teacher, 

lasting approximately forty-five minutes to one-hour in duration (Smith et al., 2009; Smith & 

Osborn, 2012). Shorter, follow-up interviews with each participant were conducted after 

extensive analysis of the initial transcript(s), order to fully capture the rich and complex 

meanings that each participant ascribed to their experiences implementing assistive writing 

technologies (Smith et al., 2009). 

Before the initial round of interviews with each participating teacher, the researcher 

created an interview schedule with a series of guiding questions and prompts related to the 
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specified phenomenon (Appendix F). Regarding the use of a flexible schedule for interviewing in 

IPA, Smith and Osborn (2012) indicated that participants’ reflections should continually reshape 

lines of inquiry rather than a rigid interview format, noting that participants’ unforeseen, 

unprompted interpretations of lived experience often hold deep significance for them.  

Using an interview schedule with loosely-defined thematic parameters ensured that 

English Language Arts teachers’ reflections and interpretations of the phenomena were not 

constrained or unduly solicited, while providing greater flexibility in data collection; for follow-

up interviews, the researcher used findings and analysis from the initial, semi-structured 

interviewed to craft participant-specific lines of inquiry (Appendix G). 

As the researcher conducted interviews with each participant, he engaged in a process of 

“funneling,” narrowing general lines of inquiry to foster rich, collaborative interpretations of 

English Language Arts teachers’ experiences integrating writing technologies (Appendix H). As 

a questioning technique for interpretive analysis, funneling focuses on participants’ broad 

interpretations of phenomenon before narrowing attention to specific aspects of the narrative 

reflection for more in-depth analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2012). Again, this approach to 

questioning provided a suitable framework for qualitative inquiry, grounding analysis in 

documented statements from participants’ reflective narratives.  

When conducting interpretive phenomenological interviews, the researcher used related 

prompts, as necessary, to elicit more detailed feedback when participants offered shorter, 

superficial reflections on their experience, or if they did not understand the meaning or intent of 

a specific question (Noon, 2017; Smith et al., 2009). When participating teachers provided only 

brief or superficial accounts of their experiences integrating assistive writing technologies, the 

researcher used a series of question-specific prompts to elicit more in-depth reflections on their 
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multimodal teaching practices. These prompts were included in the interview schedule to ensure 

that English Language Arts educators fully interpreted their lived experiences with multimodal 

writing technologies in high school inclusion classrooms. 

Each interview was recorded on the researcher’s personal, password-protected 

smartphone. After completing each interview, the researcher used “rev.com,” an online, paid 

transcription service, to generate transcripts from each of the narrative interviews with 

participating teachers; after obtaining the transcript, any errors in the transcription were promptly 

corrected. As the researcher reviewed transcripts for accuracy, he did not make grammatical 

corrections to participants’ statements; however, the researcher chose to omit “filler” words 

(such as “um”, “uh”, or “ah”). Using direct quotes from participants ensured that their words 

were the focal point of interpretive analysis.  

Data Analysis 

Conducting an IPA, researchers typically interact with one participant before moving on 

to the next; using an idiographic process to frame data collection and analysis, the researcher 

conducted an interview with each educator, interpreting data collected from each interview and 

organizing the findings into initial codes/themes before moving on to the next interview with 

another participant (Smith et al., 2009). To begin an interpretive phenomenology, IPA 

researchers must first analyze the experiences of each participant, ideographically, before 

examining patterns of convergence and divergence across the entire sample (Eatough & Smith, 

2017). 

To accomplish this task, the researcher analyzed lesson plans and interview transcripts 

from each English Language Arts teacher, independently, offering personal reflections of the 

phenomenon under study (Appendix H); once the researcher completed data collection and 
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interpretive analysis for each participant, he transitioned to a new participant, using the same 

methods of data collection and analysis to explore the lived experiences of another inclusion 

teacher.  

After completing the first round of interviews and transcript analysis for all participating 

teachers, the researcher repeated the process for the round of follow-up interviews. This 

idiographic process bracketed phenomenological analysis, precluding the influence of researcher 

biases that could misconstrue interpretation when concurrently analyzing reflections of multiple 

participants; as Smith et al (2009) noted, it is important to initially analyze individual cases - 

without making comparisons or generalizations - before investigating holistic trends emerging 

from the narrative data, in order to mitigate the potential influence of cross-case biases.  

To bracket data analysis, the educator created four separate digital journals, one for each 

participant; this allowed the researcher to track their evolving understanding of evolving TPACK 

self-efficacy beliefs, specific to each participating ELA teacher (Appendix H). As the researcher 

completed interpretive analysis of teachers’ phenomenological reflections on multimodal writing 

within their respective classrooms, the researcher reviewed and coded each narrative reflection 

before conducting a final, cross-case analysis of narrative reflections to identify superordinate 

themes of meaning (Smith et al., 2009).  

Collaboration between researcher and participant(s) was an integral part of this 

interpretive analytic processes; as participants shared narratives and reflections about their 

individual experiences, the two parties engaged in a collaborative interpretation to explore the 

meanings attributed to specific phenomena. In IPA, there is  

An obligation to understand the context under which the text or dialogue was being 

produced and to bring forth interpretations of meaning...through a fusion of the text and 
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its context, as well, as the participants, the researcher, and their contexts. (Laverty, 2003, 

p. 30)  

Establishing a collaborative, dialectical orientation for data analysis and interpretation of the 

phenomenon under study, the researcher engaged English Language Arts teachers in reflective 

discussions on the psychological and contextual factors influencing their integration of 

multimodal writing technologies.  

After generating a transcript of each interview and checking for accuracy, the researcher 

read each transcript several times, making annotations that highlighted English Language Arts 

educators’ applications of multimodal writing technologies in inclusion classrooms. Following 

initial read-throughs, the researcher used NVIVO software to complete open coding of each 

transcript, organizing recorded statements from the interviews into “concise phrases…(and) 

themes (to) move the response to a slightly higher level of abstraction and may invoke more 

psychological terminology” (Smith & Osborn, 2012, p. 68). During this phase of analysis, the 

researcher engaged in multiple iterations of open coding, as necessary, in order to account for 

new findings emerging from ongoing data analysis.  

Focusing on the value and meanings that the four high school educators ascribed to their 

use of multimodal writing supports in inclusion classrooms, the researcher examined 

participants’ narrative reflections from each interview, as well as his own evolving 

interpretations of their digital differentiation strategies (Eatough & Smith, 2017). To explore and 

document evolving interpretations of the phenomenon under study, the researcher recorded his 

reflections in a digital journal, noting ideas, feelings, findings, epiphanies, and salient themes 

emerging from the data. After each interview, the researcher wrote two journal entries. The first 

entry, completed after an initial reading and evaluation of each interview transcript, focused on 
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the researcher’ evolving interpretations of the data; after coding each transcript in NVIVO, the 

researcher completed a follow-up reflection, exploring, in greater detail, the connections between 

participants’ experiences with technology and their shifting perceptions of their pedagogical 

capabilities as digital writing teachers (Appendix H). 

Initial coding of participant interviews highlighted their descriptions of instructional 

contexts for advanced writing, including the types of multimodal resources utilized at different 

stages of  the writing process, student demographics, and curriculum differentiation techniques 

used to address the wide range of writing abilities within each ELA inclusion classroom. As the 

researcher continued collecting, analyzing, coding, and co-interpreting feedback from ELA 

teachers at the study site, the focus of coding shifted to experiential connections with educators’ 

evolving TPACK self-efficacy beliefs. During this process, initial codes were revisited and 

refined to more fully explore the role of educator’s past mastery experiences, vicarious learning, 

and collegial supports on multimodal curriculum design, re-examining underlying meanings of 

previous statements and highlighting evidence of self-efficacious beliefs that influenced the 

amount of time and effort each ELA teacher dedicated to digital differentiation of complex 

writing within their respective classrooms.  

Throughout this process, the researcher continually reviewed emergent themes within the 

data and began clustering the themes into units of meaning. After clustering themes and 

exploring connections with evolving TPACK self-efficacy, the researcher conferred with each 

participant, individually, sharing interpretive findings from analysis of the transcripts while 

verifying, through dialogues with each participant, that emerging themes aligned with 

participants personal interpretations of the phenomenon under study; this helped to “make sense 
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of what the person is saying…(by) constantly checking one’s own sense-making against what the 

person actually said” (Smith & Osborn, 2012, p. 72).   

This process was completed on a case-by-case basis (Smith et al., 2009). When the 

researcher felt comfortable that all relevant themes had been identified, he highlighted 

“superordinate themes and their respective sub-themes” for cross-case analysis of the 

phenomenon (Noon, 2017, p. 79).  

After completing iterative analysis of educators’ shared reflections on their multimodal 

teaching practices through a self-efficacy framework, the researcher conducted cross-case 

analysis of connections and divergences among English Language Arts teachers’ applications of 

writing technologies and the meanings they ascribed to these experiences. Using the analytic 

approach utilized by Noon (2017) in his assessment of IPA for educational research, the 

researcher determined that superordinate themes should reflect the shared interpretations of at 

least two participants and that each theme should be evident throughout two or more interview 

transcripts.  

After identifying superordinate theme, the researcher generated a narrative account of the 

findings (Chapter 4). He provided comprehensive explanations of each theme with verbatim 

examples from interview transcripts that elucidated each theme, in detail (Smith et al., 2009). 

Writing up the results, the researcher highlighted discrepancies and commonalities that emerged 

throughout the IPA (Smith et al., 2009). 

Reflexivity  

In IPA, Smith et al. (2009) noted that “the researcher is trying to make sense of the 

participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (p. 3). In contrast to descriptive 

phenomenology, an effective IPA depends on the subjectivity, interests, and phenomenological 
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orientations of the researcher. Interacting with participants and interpreting narrative data 

throughout the study, the researcher assumed a reflexive stance toward data collection and 

analysis, in order to accurately record and assess the meanings that study participants attributed 

to their integration of writing technologies and resultant digital self-efficacy beliefs. 

With lesson-planning documents as an initial guide, the researcher used a semi-structured 

interview format to explore participants’ narrative reflections on the use of computer-based 

assistive writing tools; in this context, their responses guided further lines of inquiry during 

collaborative interpretation of the findings. As Eatough and Smith (2017) noted, analytical 

ambiguity characterizes interpretive phenomenological analysis, and a researcher must be 

reflexive toward the narrative findings; rather than utilizing a predetermined, sequential protocol 

for collecting, analyzing, coding, and reporting data on participants’ lived experience, this study 

was designed to provide a more flexible framework for inquiry.   

In this IPA, researcher positionality was valuable; as an interrelated English Language 

Arts teacher working with marginalized high school populations for nearly two decades, the 

researcher maintained experiential understandings of the psychological and contextual factors 

that potentially shape educators’ use of assistive writing technologies in the classroom. In the 

context of this study, “biases and assumptions of the researcher are not bracketed or set aside, but 

rather are embedded and essential to interpretive process” (Laverty, 2003, p. 28).  

The researcher documented these beliefs in a digital journal and used them to inform 

interpretive analysis of coded interview transcripts (Appendix H), comparing his own 

interpretations of the phenomenon with those of the participating inclusion teachers (Smith et al., 

2009). Using the journal helped document personal assumptions and interpretations of 
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multimodal writing in the inclusion classrooms, providing a resource to frame qualitative 

findings and analyze participants’ experiences with writing technology (Smith et al., 2009).   

The researcher’s experiences working as an interrelated special-education teacher in 

English Language Arts classrooms at the study site fostered initial interest in this topic. 

Watching high school students with specific learning disabilities continually struggle with 

advanced writing tasks - as teachers tried to integrate a shifting array of multimodal supports to 

scaffold different phases of the writing process – the researcher noted that many educators 

seemed hesitant to explore student-centered technologies in their inclusion classrooms.   

As students age, expectations for writing competency increase (CCSS-ELA, 2022). 

Individuals who typically struggle with foundational writing skills, including those with learning 

disabilities impacting working memory and text generation, show less motivation to write and 

generally hold negative attitudes towards school-based writing by the time they enter high school 

(Gillespie et al., 2014). These trends are apparent at the study site, where student engagement in 

advanced writing tasks reflects a similar trend. Working at the study site, the researcher applied 

his knowledge of participants and context to maintain a reflexive stance during data collection 

and analysis.  

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

Lived experiences and the meanings that individuals ascribe to them constantly shift, as 

contextual and cognitive factors influence interpretation. In qualitative research, this subjectivity 

is valued, as it provides additional levels of complexity to explore, offering deeper, sometimes 

unanticipated understandings of specific phenomena.  

To establish the validity of qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) created a four-

part construct to define levels of rigor and trustworthiness in data collection and analysis: 
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credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. However, in interpretive 

phenomenological analysis, a different set of criteria for establishing validity is necessary.  

In Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis: Theory, Method and Research, Smith et al. 

(2009) recommend a different set of criteria for establishing the validity of an IPA study. Citing 

the evaluative criteria established by Yardly (2000, 2008) as suitable guidelines within IPA, the 

authors identified four principles to support the validity of research findings: sensitivity to 

context, commitment and rigor, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance.   

Per Smith et al. (2009), sensitivity to context can include, but is not limited to, a 

researcher’s awareness of socio-cultural contexts, advanced knowledge of the phenomenon 

under study, and ability to engage participants in reflective, interpretive dialogues on their lived 

experiences.  In this study, the researcher maintained sensitivity by asking probing questions 

about the instructional environment for advanced, digitally-oriented writing in the high school 

setting, thoroughly analyzing peer-reviewed, empirical research related to educators’ self-

efficacy, TPACK, and writing pedagogy while using in-depth, interpretive interviews to analyze 

the meanings participants attributed to their applications of multimodal writing technologies. 

Regarding the second principle, commitment and rigor, commitment refers to a 

researcher’s ability to make participants comfortable while paying close attention to what they 

are saying. Rigor addresses the thoroughness of the research, including credibility of sampled 

participants, depth of the narrative interview questions and reflections, and the use of a 

reiterative, cyclical approach to data collection and analysis (Smith et al, 2009). In this study, the 

researcher demonstrated his commitment by creating a flexible, participant-oriented interview 

schedule to scaffold critical dialogues on multimodal writing; additionally, when introducing the 

study to participating ELA teachers, he reiterated that participants should share of themselves 
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only as they felt comfortable throughout the interviews (Smith et al., 2009). Regarding rigor, the 

researcher identified an appropriate and representative sample of participants, conducted in-

depth interviews of up to one-hour in duration (for the initial round of interviews), and engaged 

in iterative, collaborative analysis of the collected data along with the participants. 

The third principle, transparency and coherence, reflects a researcher’s attention to detail 

in presenting the findings from the study and the quality of the interpretation, including the 

clarity of the writing and the overall organization of the study (Smith et al., 2009). In this IPA, 

the researcher provided comprehensive explanations of each case, using scholarly writing and 

APA format to present the findings and interpretations in a logical manner that highlights 

superordinate themes of experience among the participating English Language Arts 

teachers. Additionally, he incorporated related findings from a digital research journal to 

augment and fully explore interpretive findings from document analysis and interviews.  

The fourth and final principle, impact and importance, links a study’s validity to the 

identification of new knowledge that is interesting, important, or useful (Smith et al., 2009). In 

the context of this IPA, interpreting the meanings that English Language Arts educators attribute 

to their applications of assistive writing technologies has value in scaffolding writing pedagogy 

with digital supports. The findings from the study can augment professional development or pre-

service learning, fostering novel applications to scaffold students’ digital writing and support 

English Language Arts teachers’ continued use of these resources in high school inclusion 

classrooms. 

In addition to Yardley’s principles for establishing validity in interpretive 

phenomenology, the researcher used additional strategies, outlined by Shenton (2004), to 

establish the trustworthiness of the data, among them: triangulation of data across teacher 
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interviews (after individual, case-by-case analysis); member-checking to verify accuracy of 

findings with participants; the constant-comparative method of ongoing data analysis; procedures 

to maintain participant anonymity; identification of a purposeful sample of educators with direct 

experience integrating digital supports for writing; iterative questioning; use of a journal to 

explore my evolving understandings of the phenomenon; and thick, rich description (Geertz, 

1973) of the lived experiences of high school teachers integrating multimodal technology to 

support advanced writing outcomes for students in mixed-ability English Language Arts 

classrooms. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

This interpretive phenomenological analysis was conducted over a period of four months 

at the study site. Collecting two types of qualitative data, teachers’ reflective feedback from 

semi-structured interviews and evidence of multimodal writing practices from lesson plan 

analysis, the researcher assessed participating ELA educators’ use of multimodal differentiation 

to scaffold advanced writing tasks, focusing on instructional contexts and past experiences 

shaping self-efficacious beliefs for technology integration. This qualitative inquiry was designed 

to answer the following research questions: 

• How do high school English Language Arts teachers’ experiences shape TPACK self-

efficacy, regarding the integration of multimodal writing supports in inclusion 

classrooms? 

• What impact does context have on high school English Language Arts teachers’ digital 

self-efficacy beliefs and reinforcement of 21st-century writing tools in collaborative 

classrooms? 

This chapter is divided into two areas of focus. The first section of the chapter includes 

information on writing instruction at the study site, using the shared reflections of participating 

ELA teachers to highlight collaborative supports, writing strengths and weaknesses of students 

enrolled in inclusion classes, instructional frameworks for advanced writing within a 

standardized ELA curriculum, multimodal resources frequently used to scaffold phases of the 

writing process, and the influence of technology-oriented professional development on 

differentiated writing instruction. The second section of the chapter focuses on educators’ 

TPACK self-efficacy, exploring factors that either inhibit or nurture ELA teachers’ willingness 

to differentiate advanced composition tasks with multimodal scaffolding.  
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Writing Instruction at the Study Site 

Before exploring participants’ individual self-efficacy beliefs for multimodal writing, the 

researcher collected additional data from participants, in order to highlight classroom contexts 

for writing at the study site. This includes information on available instructional/support 

personnel at the high school, students’ writing attitudes and engagement in ELA inclusion 

classes, pedagogical strategies for scaffolding advanced writing instruction (specifically for those 

individuals with specific learning disabilities impacting writing proficiency), the influence of 

standardized curricula on classroom writing, multimodality in advanced writing instruction, and 

educators’ participation in digital professional development workshops. 

Personnel in ELA Inclusion Classrooms 

Collaborative English Language Arts classes at the study site average twenty-five to 

thirty students, with approximately one-third to one-half of the total student population receiving 

special-education services/supports through an individualized education plan (IEP). In these 

mixed-ability classes, the majority of the students receiving special education services have 

“specific learning disability” exceptionalities which influence their phonemic awareness, reading 

comprehension, and writing proficiency.  

In each ELA inclusion classroom at the study site, there are two educators present to 

assist students with writing. In some circumstances, additional personnel may be present to 

facilitate more student-centered orientations for writing, providing a noted benefit when 

providing remediation, in the moment, to help struggling or reluctant writers (Berninger & 

Swanson, 2012; Troia & Graham, 2016; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013).  

Reflecting on available personnel in one of her ninth-grade inclusion classes, Julie noted 

that “we do have a student teacher…so she's able to circulate and lend individual assistance.” 



 
 
 

95 
 

Similarly, Tina expressed positive feelings about the presence of additional personnel to support 

writing outcomes in her own twelfth-grade inclusion class, indicating that “we are in kind of a 

cool position right now, because I have two people in there with me, so we're three. One is an 

ESOL teacher and then also a SPED collaborator.” With extra personnel to provide academic 

support during independent or small-group writing instruction, participating teachers expressed a 

common belief that more educators present in English Language Arts classrooms facilitated 

greater student engagement in advanced writing, including more dialogic orientations for 

conferencing and revising drafts of longer compositions. 

Still, participating general and special education teachers felt that - even with an 

additional educator - it was challenging to fully address each student’s individual writing needs, 

leading to instructional contexts where educators felt overwhelmed and unable to adequately 

remediate individual weaknesses (Graham et al., 2017; Graham & Harris, 2013). 

Reflecting on student-teacher ratios at the study site during one semi-structured 

interviews, Julie noted that “I'm having to sit with each student and guide him or her through 

it…the students who need all that extra help, and it's taxing and a little bit frustrating because I 

can't get to all the students I need to in one class period.” Gloria offered similar thoughts on 

inclusion class sizes impacting writing pedagogy, noting “I would like to spend more time 

individually with each kid” to better support students’ writing engagement. 

As a special education teacher at the study site, Bill noted how his students, often those 

with the most significant writing delays, frequently require a level of individualized support that 

is unfeasible, given the range of writing aptitudes and the number of staff available to assist in 

inclusion classrooms. Talking with Bill about writing instruction in collaborative classes, he 

indicated that, when supporting those students with the greatest difficulties and most reluctant 
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attitudes, the ideal orientation for remediation is a one-to-one setting, but the number of students, 

range of abilities, and attention to pacing guides preclude a more intensive, student-centered 

focus (Graham et al., 2017; Halladay & Moses, 2013; Shoffner et al., 2010. 

Student Writing in Inclusion Classrooms  

Speaking with general and special education teachers about students enrolled in ELA 

inclusion classes at the study site during semi-structured interviews at the study site, educators 

noted how a wide range of student writing aptitudes influenced curriculum-decision making, 

writing pedagogy, and differentiation strategies. Reflecting on the diversity of writing abilities 

within the mixed-ability classrooms during one of the after-school interviews, Gloria noted that a 

wide range of writing proficiencies and attitudes was “one of the hardest things…in our co-

taught classes…(as) we see kids who are barely at reading and writing for a middle-school level 

all the way through kids who are ready to move on to an advanced lit class.”  

She cited writing differentiation for some of the weakest writers as a significant cause of 

concern, noting that she was “just really struggling with some of our on-level (inclusion) kids 

who aren't able to form sentences and are not really able to understand instructions.” In these 

demographically diverse contexts for advanced writing, educators indicated that disparate levels 

of writing proficiency complicated differentiation.   

Citing the influence of specific-learning disabilities on writing engagement, Bill noted 

how, in his eleventh-grade English Language Arts inclusion classrooms, “there are some students 

who, for whatever reason, depending on their disability or diagnosis and all this stuff, who have 

certain hindrances to producing polished text of any kind…and that's okay, because we're just 

trying to get ideas out.” His comments demonstrate how providing students - especially those 



 
 
 

97 
 

typically struggling with school-based writing - with initial encouragement and support can 

nurture engagement in complex writing (Kennedy & Deshler, 2010).  

Like Bill, Gloria explained how the majority of students in her tenth-grade English 

Language Arts inclusion classes frequently had difficulty comprehending expectations for 

advanced writing or independently planning and drafting analytic essays or other higher-order 

writing assignments; regarding the latter, Gloria noted “I don't think that we have kids in that 

class who can straight up - if we said here's a prompt now write an essay - they wouldn't know 

how to do that.” This difficulty comprehending specific requirements and components of an 

advanced writing negatively affects engagement and writing outcomes (Rouhani et al., 2016; 

Sundeen, 2014).  

Reflecting on common writing struggles during semi-structured interviews at the study 

site, each participant shared feedback on students’ writing achievement in their respective 

English Language Arts inclusion classes. Gloria noted that some of her students “are still 

struggling with complete sentences as well as…the difference between summarizing and 

analyzing in their writing.” In addition to foundational skills - such as expressing a complete 

thought and writing coherent sentences - several educators noted how all students typically 

struggled with mechanics. Julie noted how her students’ writing was noteworthy for a “lack of 

punctuation at all…it's all just kind of one stream of consciousness” while Bill noted how the 

majority of his students “have specific things that they struggle with, like capitalization, 

grammar, punctuation, those types of things.”  

While the participants highlighted students’ current struggles during afterschool 

interviews at the high school, they also expressed hope that, over time, students could develop 

their writing skills, building on knowledge of writing structures in a piecemeal fashion: Bill 
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noted how, “when we start the semester, some kids are proficient, some aren't, but as time goes 

on, we've got more kids who will be proficient, who can self-monitor and do all those kind of 

things.” Tina, who admitted that she sometimes struggled to engage students in her class, noted 

how, with enough support and targeted remediation, “(students) can do a lot more than maybe 

many of their teachers have thought they could.” Still, her comment about teachers’ assumptions 

demonstrates how student motivations and writing attitudes shape educators’ perceptions of 

individual writing skills and what students can accomplish - as far as advanced writing - in high 

school inclusion settings (Gillespie et al., 2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009). 

Student Writing Attitudes and Behaviors. Sharing their reflections on engagement, all 

four ELA teachers noted how students’ attitudes toward advanced composition posed challenges 

in mixed-ability classrooms, influencing writers’ willingness to engage in more complex, multi-

tiered tasks, such as analytic essays and research projects. In one co-interpretive interview, Julie 

expressed a belief that student “reluctance to complete (longer written assignments) is a key 

factor” limiting engagement and that, when scaffolding writing activities for students in her 

ninth-grade collaborative English Language Arts classes, she indicated that “the biggest 

challenge I have…is getting and keeping students' attention.” Gloria echoed these comments in 

her own reflections, stating that “the biggest struggle is just when kids won't do it, because that 

just creates the biggest thing.” Speaking with the participants about student engagement, the 

ELA teachers noted how, when students are resistant to the writing task, it provides an additional 

level of challenge for seeking to modifying and differentiating more complex assignments 

(Harris et al., 2017).  

Reflecting on affective issues, specifically limited motivation and student reluctance, 

Gloria indicated that “there's a huge question mark as to whether it's can't do or won't do.” To 
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support struggling writers in mixed-ability English Language Arts classrooms and help them to 

see themselves as “writers,” the other participants also noted how it was essential to focus on 

individual writing motivations, providing consistent, targeted encouragement throughout a 

lesson. As Bill noted during one of the afterschool interviews at the study site,  

Some students, you can really progress far along, and others you've just got to keep 

pushing and prodding to get to that rough draft. That's where the challenge is. It's fun, it's 

challenging, frustrating, enjoyable, just all those kinds of things of getting there. 

Limited confidence in their writing abilities was also cited as a significant issue influencing 

writing outcomes. Having struggled with school-based writing assignments since elementary or 

middle school, students in the inclusion classrooms exhibit limited agency, motivation, and 

confidence in their independent writing abilities, demonstrating through their actions and 

engagement that they still consistently struggle with advanced writing expectations (Troia & 

Graham, 2016; Troia & Olinghouse, 2013).  

As a special education teacher working with ninth grade inclusion students, Julie noted 

how “most students have a hard time getting started so they might write one sentence and say, 

‘Will you check this?’” Tina recognized the same limited engagement among her seniors, 

especially when her inclusion students are completing pre-writing activities, stating that “We're 

working on confidence, right? And then being able to translate an idea onto a document or into a 

written form, and sometimes just expressing that idea.” With limited self-efficacy beliefs tied to 

their writing abilities – after struggling for years to meet advanced writing expectations within a 

standardized ELA curriculum - students in the inclusion classes felt they lacked the skills to 

independently write longer compositions (Applebee & Langer, 2013; Greer, 2016; Kennedy & 

Deshler, 2010). 
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Longitudinal Student Struggles and Conditioning. During co-interpretive interviews at 

the study site, participating educators noted that the majority of students in their respective 

inclusion classrooms struggled with the multi-step, longitudinal nature of advanced writing 

assignments. Julie noted how, for her freshman students with specific learning disabilities 

impacting composition, the “concept of writing as a process is so lost on some of our kids.”  

Rather than approaching writing as a longitudinal, cyclical process of drafting, self-

evaluation, and revision, many of the general and special education students enrolled in ELA 

inclusion classes at the study site spend little time and effort on prewriting and drafting, in the 

context of advanced writing task. Participating teachers frequently noted how their inclusion 

students typically spend even less time revising their drafts, which has a direct impact on the 

coherence, complexity of thought, and clarity of ideas in their submitted work (Gillespie et al., 

2014; Kiuhara et al., 2009).  

Like Tina, Gloria noted how sophomores in her tenth-grade inclusion classes have 

difficulty understanding or conceptualizing the “act of writing” as an ongoing process of drafting 

and refinement, noting how the “(special education) kids…are so conditioned to want to put in 

the right answer and be done.” Considering how her students in English Language Arts inclusion 

classes have struggled for years with expectations for norm-referenced writing achievement and 

measurable, annual growth in proficiency (Shofner et al., 2010), Tina stated that her Senior 

inclusion students are “so far conditioned…that it's really hard to get them to understand that 

writing is a process.” Gloria reiterated similar thoughts during interviews, noting that  

The problem of the culture of our kids not doing and not doing and not doing so by the 

time they finally sit down and do something, they want to just knock it out quickly and be 

done, but they've done that since elementary school.  
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These attitudes perpetuate a climate for class-based writing where student motivation has a 

negative influence on writing engagement and achievement.   

Student Supports for Advanced Writing. Reviewing ELA teachers’ lesson plans and 

recording their reflections throughout co-interpretive interviews, the researcher identified several 

commonalities - as well as a few noteworthy discrepancies - regarding the ways educators 

planned for and carried out advanced writing lessons in their ELA inclusion classrooms. In the 

mixed-ability classes at the study site, both special and general education teachers collaborated to 

provide students with a balance of perspectives and supports, using student-oriented 

differentiation strategies to embed individualized scaffolding, on a per-student basis, within 

longer writing assignments.  

All four participating ELA teachers recognized the value of collaboration in remediating 

individual writing weaknesses. Speaking with the researcher about collaboration in her tenth-

grade inclusion classrooms, Gloria noted that the instructional model “where you're both actively 

equally teaching, I think is the way to go…and then also knowing, regardless of roster, which 

kids respond best to which teacher.” When collaborating with general or special educators at the 

study site, the participants recognized the importance of multiple teacher perspectives, using 

individual areas of pedagogical expertise to support students’ advanced writing. In their shared 

reflections on collaboration, all participants expressed a willingness to work with and learn from 

their colleagues (Burnett, 2014; Usher & Pajares, 2008). 

To support reluctant writers who struggle with the performance expectations of a 

standardized writing curriculum, the high school teachers noted that offering models and 

exemplars - specific to different genres of writing – was an effective strategy in ELA inclusion 

classrooms. Considering her sophomore inclusion students' awareness of genre, including how it 
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shapes the scope and structure of a composition, Gloria noted that “I want to help them 

understand that there are different... I don't want to say rules, but different ways you approach 

different kinds of writing.” As a special education teacher working with eleventh-graders, Bill 

expressed his reliance on writing models, stating “when you're talking about Special Ed students, 

if they have an exemplar, if they've got a template they can go back to, that's really helpful.” Tina 

expressed a similar preference for modeling expectations of diverse writing genres with 

exemplar texts, noting how “we're using texts as models for the type of writing we want to do as 

authors, so we see ourselves as authors.” When students have a resource that they can 

continually revisit – offering guidelines for refining their writing - it provides noted benefits for 

student engagement. 

In addition to modeling expectations for writing genres, the ELA teachers noted how 

chunking longer writing tasks helped their students manage their time more effectively, without 

feeling overwhelmed by the expectations of a complex assignment (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; 

Graham et al., 2013). Working primarily with special education students, many of whom cannot 

construct coherent sentences or organize them into an organized, thematic paragraph, Julie noted 

how, as a teaching strategy, “the main thing is breaking it up into more palatable segments.”  

Offering another perspective on differentiated writing in his eleventh-grade inclusion 

classrooms, Bill noted that chunking, as a form of scaffolding, can circumvent 

motivational/affective issues, indicating that when “(students) have to whip out a five-paragraph 

essay without any of that kind of scaffolding available to them, it is a struggle. Unless they are 

very comfortable with writing, it's going to be a hot mess.” Breaking a longer writing piece into a 

series of sequential, explicit steps helps students focus intently on specific components of their 
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writing. Reflecting on the ways she chunks assignments in one of the interviews, Gloria noted 

that  

I create(d) a different Google Doc, each one's a different color, for each piece of the 

assignment and then they do each piece and then they put them all together at the end…it 

makes sure that the work is quality, that they're not rushing through all of that. And I like 

having everything linked and all the tutorials in there.  

All four participants cited graphic organizers as a reliable and familiar method for chunking 

advanced writing: Tina, considering the value of graphic organizers during the COVID-19 

quarantine and subsequent transition to a one-hundred percent virtual instructional model, 

indicated that “one thing that we were pretty good at was providing scaffolding in the online 

journal. So, charts and graphic organizers that we could just tag into the journals ourselves or 

have the kids cut and paste.”  

With multimodal, chunked writing interventions in place, educators at the study site 

“frontloaded” differentiation for longer compositions, providing students with sequential, 

explicit guidelines to scaffold each phase of the writing process. Reflecting on chunking and the 

use of templates to support writing outcomes, Bill noted how writers with the weakest 

foundational writing knowledge were simply “trying to get ideas out,” and providing a visual or 

graphic representation - that supported chunking of writing tasks - proved successful in helping 

his students more easily navigate advanced writing, creating a continuum of interrelated, 

manageable writing steps (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; Bray et al., 2014; Dixon et al., 2014). 

Backwards Curriculum Design 

The participating general and special education teachers also noted the value of 

backwards curriculum design, as a longitudinal framework for more complex tasks, such as 
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research- and project-based writing. Thinking about the ways she designed writing units in her 

tenth-grade inclusion classrooms, Gloria noted that  

I always plan a unit based on the end goal. And I think about what is our …big going 

to be? And then are there any other summative (writing tasks) along the way? I build 

formatives in a way that leads up to a summative. So, for example, when we taught 

constructed responses last unit, we had them practice one that was not graded, then do a 

more intense one that was graded as a formative and then pick one to revise. And that 

revised piece was a summative. So just building on one another constantly.  

Focusing on students’ growth, over time, Gloria mentioned how she created a series of connected 

activities which segued into one another, in order to better support students’ understanding of 

advanced writing as an ongoing, cyclical process of interrelated self-evaluation, conferencing, 

and revision activities. Tina offered similar thoughts in one of our interviews, explaining the 

value in “giving students a chance to go back and continue to revisit writing, because that is what 

we want, right? We want to see what their thinking is.”  

To teach advanced composition in ELA inclusion classrooms, participants’ reflections 

from the semi-structured interviews demonstrated how backwards curriculum design encouraged 

their students to dedicate more time and effort to each step of the longitudinal writing process. 

Recognizing how backwards design simplified curriculum planning for writing units in his 

eleventh-grade inclusion classes, Bill noted “I like backwards plans. Like, we want this at the 

end, what do we have to do to get there?” Setting explicit goals for student compositions – while 

considering opportunities for explicit guided instruction, effective modeling, and chunking each 

phase of the writing process - helped ELA educators plan units with a structured, deliberate 

approach. 



 
 
 

105 
 

Standardized Frameworks for Writing  

Using standardized, grade-specific frameworks to guide instructional pacing and 

curriculum decision-making, participants at the study site noted how teaching writing within a 

more structured context had both benefits and drawbacks for students’ writing growth (Graham 

et al., 2017). In reflections shared during afterschool interviews, several educators, especially 

Bill, noted how instructional standards establish a continuum of writing development from one 

grade-level to the next, building upon students’ prior knowledge and familiarity by continually 

revisiting concepts and organizational structures introduced at earlier grade levels.  

In one of our interviews conducted at the study site, Bill highlighted the value of 

standardization within the high school writing curriculum, noting that “I'm not teaching a whole 

lot of things that are brand new. Kids have seen a thesis, they've discussed all the different 

literary devices, things like that. We're just really trying to help them become more proficient 

and better at it.” He noted further that standardized writing provided students with a sequential 

framework to activate prior knowledge, noting that “it's not like we're teaching everything to 

every student from scratch” in inclusion classes. 

As eleventh graders, Bill’s students complete an annual, norm-referenced writing 

assessment as part of their final grade for American Literature. Considering the pressures of 

“teaching to the test”, Bill indicated that he appreciated the overarching curricular emphasis on 

formulaic styles of standardized writing, as this approach had noted benefits for students with 

underdeveloped compositions skills through the application of concrete, structured methods for 

writing multi-paragraph essays. Referring to this concept as “the mold” for advanced writing, 

Bill noted that, ultimately “(students) go beyond (the mold) ...They're breaking the mold, but 

we're trying to get them to that point…you’ve got to teach the mold for them to do the mold and 
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then they can break it.” As such, “the mold” for advanced composition in his ELA inclusion 

classes is both an end and starting point for struggling writers, representing a basic level of 

writing competency they must attain in order to progress and develop their own individual style 

and voice. 

Sharing reflections on the scope/sequence of their writing units during interviews, 

participating ELA teachers reflected on the value of sequential, defined frameworks for writing 

instruction, noting how the standards helped when planning and pacing advanced writing units 

for high school students enrolled in inclusion classes. Considering the influence of pacing guides 

on advanced writing pedagogy in her ninth-grade collaborative class, Julie indicated that “we 

have this calendar with our units on it and doing collaborative planning, we have that calendar 

projected up there. We're going through it week by week”; constantly revisiting the unit map and 

using backwards design to structure formative and summative assignments, participants were 

able to more effectively budget their instructional-planning and focus on those areas of greatest 

need. 

Considering the influence of the CCSS-ELA standards on their writing pedagogy, several 

educators noted how the writing standards were not prescriptive, regarding the use of 

predetermined pedagogical approaches/strategies for advanced composition (Greer, 2018; Troia 

& Olinghouse, 2013). The ELA standards for high school writing focus on product rather than 

process (CCSS, 2022), providing criteria and guidelines for assessing student writing while 

establishing open-ended pedagogical frameworks for achieving those goals.  

Reflecting on the absence of instructional mandates within CCSS-ELA high school 

writing curricula, Tina stated that “it's nice to break it down for them, but also be open to 

knowing that we don't have to do it that way, and that that could stifle some kids' writing.” This 
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ambiguity, regarding instructional design, provides ELA educators at the study site with an 

opportunity to customize their formative assignments and remediation strategies, in order to 

address individual writing needs of students. 

While participating general and special education teachers detailed a few noteworthy 

benefits of the standardized writing curriculum during co-interpretive interviews, they also 

expressed frustration with some of the guidelines, believing that these frameworks for advanced 

writing sometimes limited student engagement and stifled teachers’ creativity (in instructional 

design) (Applebee & Langer, 2013; Halladay & Moses,2013). Reflecting on the ways 

standardized writing experiences “condition” twelfth-grade writers in her ELA inclusion classes, 

Tina noted that this issue affects all aspects of school-based literacy instruction, stating that  

I think…more than the way we instruct writing, I think it's coming back to the problem of 

the way that we do school, but it's all very rote and like checking boxes and things. So, by 

the time kids get to us, they don't know how to do anything other than that.  

For Tina, the overarching focus on process writing perpetuates rote pedagogy that can be tedious 

and formulaic for her students (Troia & Olinghouse, 2013).  

Sharing her own thoughts on the standardized writing curriculum, Gloria expressed 

similar sentiments, regarding the influence of standards on her writing pedagogy and 

instructional design. During an interview at the study site, she indicated that  

There are times when the guidelines are really important and then there are times when 

the guidelines are getting in your way. And when that happens, we're going to adjust the 

guidelines. And showing (students) that they, as writers, are more important than...that 

their process is more important than the guidelines.  
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As general education teachers at the study site, Gloria and Tina recognized the value of writing 

standards but stressed the need to move beyond the standards, as necessary, when working with 

populations of diverse, struggling writers in ELA inclusion classrooms.  

Considering the ways she modifies instruction to target individual writing needs, Tina 

indicated that, when working with special education students with identified weaknesses, “it's 

nice to break it down for them, but also be open to knowing that we don't have to do it that way, 

and that that could stifle some kids' writing.” When standards constrain or limit students’ 

engagement, study participants expressed views that it was necessary to frequently modify 

lessons on an as-needed basis, adopting a flexible, agentic, student-oriented focus for writing and 

remediation. Through curriculum modifications, Tina echoed the thoughts of Gloria, indicating 

that educators should “help (students) understand that there are different... ways you approach 

different kinds of writing,” and these adjustments - to process and product - mitigate some of the 

tedium and frustration associated with standardized, CCSS-aligned writing tasks. 

Multimodal Writing at the Study Site 

Considering curriculum modification as a facet of standardized writing pedagogy, Bill, 

Tina, Julie, and Gloria all actively integrated multimodal writing technologies into their 

instructional frameworks for advanced composition. Reviewing lesson plans from participating 

ELA teachers for evidence of digital differentiation, the researcher documented educators’ use of 

multimodal supports to scaffold different stages of the writing process, from pre-writing to 

publishing.  

Pre-Writing. For pre-writing, the four participants all developed tiered, interactive 

graphic organizers, creating Google Docs to scaffold multi-genre writing assignments at the 

study site; these digital documents frequently included embedded links to online tutorials and 
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additional web-based resources/content that support independent writing engagement. These 

graphic organizers typically integrate sequential, step-by-step frameworks for pre-writing, in 

order to help students in ELA inclusion classrooms organize their thoughts and guide initial 

planning for longer writing tasks.  

In her ninth-grade collaborative classes, Julie explained how, as a special education 

teacher, she felt comfortable developing graphic organizers to support narrative writing 

engagement, noting that there is a “Google Drawing that I made…it actually is kind of generic, 

but it's like a short story organizer…it gives them a place to put like characters and plot and stuff 

like that.” Thinking about other types of graphic organizers she used to support prewriting, Julie 

noted that “I do use Google Slides a lot, I use Jamboard, so you can get the visual first and then 

they can sort of explore further into the mechanics of writing.” (Jamboard is an interactive 

Google app supporting active, real-time collaboration in ELA classes; on the platform, students 

are able to share ideas, utilizing drawing tools and “sticky notes” to explore course topics.) 

Reflecting on the way she designs and implements pre-writing supports in ninth-grade inclusion 

classrooms, Julie expressed an appreciation for multimodal graphic organizers that integrate 

visual features, including linked images or embedded videos, as this type of differentiation 

supported cognitive off-loading while raising students’ awareness of composition structures and 

formats, specific to particular genres. 

In her twelfth-grade collaborative English Language Arts classes, Tina noted how digital 

graphic organizers, available through different online platforms, supported students’ prewriting 

activities, stating that  

We do Padlets and those are nice. And our favorite one right now is Jamboard. 

Jamboard works for all students. It's a great way to document thinking and learning. If 
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kids are in a discussion group, they have to create a Jamboard to present, so I can sort of 

keep track of what's happening in there. And we've used it, we just recently used it. They 

were about to write a theme analysis. And so we did some brainstorming on it. And so we 

all kind of worked together to curate the resources that students could then use to write 

their own summary. 

Tools such as Jamboard, Google Docs, and Padlet (another web-based application supporting 

communication/interaction using a virtual “bulletin board,” where students can leave feedback in 

response to teacher- or peer-generated prompts) allow students to actively collaborate on 

prewriting, facilitating discussions supporting the refinement of initial plans for an advanced 

composition. 

While ELA teachers noted the benefits of multimodality in supporting differentiated 

writing in inclusion settings through their interview reflections, the educators recognized that 

traditional pencil-and-paper approaches were also valuable, especially when working with 

students who struggle with the functionality of computer- and web-based applications commonly 

used at the study site. Reflecting on prewriting approaches in her tenth-grade inclusion class 

during a conversation with the researcher, Gloria noted how,  

When prewriting is ‘physical’ with pen and paper, (students) are able to kind of focus 

more on what they have to say than how they're saying it…So yes, I typically prefer to do 

pencil and paper for brainstorming activities or free writing where they're thinking about 

a book or things like that and then the digital stuff for the actual product.  

Thinking about the functionality of pre-writing technologies in his eleventh-grade inclusion 

classes, Bill indicated that “sometimes the answer is to take away the technology and get them to 

journal, because they get so distracted.” While Bill and Gloria expressed their preferences for 
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digital writing support throughout multiple interviews at the study site, they also noted how some 

students prefer traditional approaches when engaged in prewriting, expressing a shared belief 

that teachers should respond appropriately to each writer’s individual strengths, weaknesses, and 

digital preferences. 

Drafting. Helping students develop and organize their ideas into coherent, multi-

paragraph essays, Julie, Bill, Tina and Gloria provided detailed feedback on the different 

multimodal resources they use to scaffold drafting. The ELA teachers noted how Google Docs – 

which provides students with access to a range of multimodal writing applications, such as voice 

typing - represented the digital “backbone” for most advanced writing assignments in inclusion 

classrooms at the study site.  

Reflecting on the ways she helps students expand pre-writing ideas into sentences and 

thematic paragraphs during one interview, Tina discussed how “we would use maybe a Google 

Doc to break down the different parts as they begin their draft, right? So, beginning, middle, and 

end, if we want to do it that way.” Gloria, working with tenth graders in her own inclusion 

classes, also noted that she uses multiple Google Docs to scaffold advanced writing assignments: 

I create a different Google Doc - each one's a different color - for each piece of the 

assignment and then (students) do each piece and then they put them all together at the 

end. I like this because it makes sure that the work is quality…that they're not rushing 

through all of that. And I like having everything linked and all the tutorials in there.  

Working with special education students in ELA inclusion classes, Gloria stated that Google 

Docs were especially useful when creating embedded links to tutorials and online supports, 

noting that “when you're talking about special ed students, if they have a (linked) exemplar, if 

they've got a template they can go back to, that's really helpful.”  



 
 
 

112 
 

Tina offered similar reflections, regarding her use of Google Docs to support her twelfth 

graders’ drafting of multi-paragraph essays; she noted how the online writing platform provides 

educators with “something where we can use an image, where we can include sound or video 

and text, and so just to give as much accessibility to the idea or information as possible.” These 

findings demonstrate how Google Docs, as a familiar and easily accessible multimodal tool, 

provided an ideal resource when differentiating students’ engagement in writing initial drafts. 

Citing another benefit of the online writing platform, all of the participating ELA teachers 

mentioned the integration of speech-to-text software, which allows students to dictate drafts of 

their compositions within a Google Doc. Using Google Read & Write - a downloadable web 

extension “toolbar” that provides students with a range of resources to support reading and 

writing (including options for read-aloud and dictionary feature to help students understand new 

or confusing terms) – the ELA teachers noted how they encouraged students to use the dictation 

tool for longer compositions.  

During conversations with the researcher on his preferred tools for helping students draft 

longer compositions, Bill noted how he used Google Read & Write frequently in his eleventh-

grade inclusion classes, explaining how he showed his students “how they can take their 

thoughts, vocalize it, get it onto the computer, just to speed up the writing process, just get their 

thoughts out there, and then show them how they get it read to them.” Tina offered similar 

thoughts in one interview, noting how “being able to say it and record it, and then if you go back 

and listen to it or read it, you can think whether or not that was the message you wanted to 

convey.”  

Despite noted benefits of speech-to-text software for drafting, the participating general 

and special education teachers expressed a shared concern that too few students in English 
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Language Arts inclusion classes at the study site were regularly using speech-to-text 

technologies during independent writing. Considering how a return to in-person learning, 

following the COVID-19 shutdown, affected students’ engagement with voice-typing, Tina 

noted that speech-to-text technology sometimes drew unwanted attention to writing struggles, 

within inclusion classrooms at the study site, stating that  

When people were Zooming, they didn't have a peer looking over their shoulder saying, 

‘Oh, you need a speech to text.’ And it shouldn't be seen as a negative, as a way to show 

a deficit, but I guess kids are conscientious.  

Like Tina, Bill noted how utilizing this technology in a classroom setting of thirty or more high 

school students can sometimes prove problematic, stating  

I would like to see more kids use the speech-to-text function. It's challenging, 

though, when everybody's here in the building for students to do that because it's picking 

up background noises or the kid next to them, so they're a little too close 

together…minds might be blown. (Students) might think this is really slick or boring, 

who knows, but they are learning something new today. Then once they…start talking 

then they're off and running at that point.  

While speech-to-text technology is an effective way to support reluctant writers during the 

drafting process, all participants reflected that few students currently use it in their respective 

ELA inclusion classrooms. 

Revising and Editing. In addition to Google Read & Write, Gloria, Bill, Tina, and Julie 

all utilized other multimodal resources to help students independently revise and edit written 

work. Reflecting on typical grammatical and semantic issues with student drafts, the ELA noted 

that there are typically pervasive errors throughout, resulting in writing that is disjointed and 
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unclear (Graham & Harris, 2013; Rouhani et al., 2016). Thinking about her ninth-grade students’ 

writing proficiency, Julie indicated that “grammar is definitely an issue…which is something 

when you're drafting, that's not a primary concern.”  

However, when students move from the drafting to revision, addressing persistent issues 

with grammar and mechanics becomes more salient. When students are working on a Google 

Doc to revise an earlier draft of a composition, Bill noted how there are embedded spelling- and 

grammar-checking functions within the online writing platform, drawing students’ attention to 

errors within each draft while providing suggestions/modifications for correction. In a dialogue 

with the researcher in which he expressed an affinity, Bill stated that for the Google writing 

platform,  

Because of who we work with, we try to make them aware of what’s there to support 

them… making sure on Google documents that they have the spelling, grammar check 

(turned on)...if (a word or phrase) has those blue or red squiggly lines in Google Docs, 

they need to figure out what's going on and take care of it, which is great.   

This feature highlights issues to remediate within digital compositions, supporting his students’ 

independent revision of multi-paragraph writing assignments. 

To support collaborative student engagement on revision and editing, Google Docs 

allows students to easily share drafts with other peers or teachers in the inclusion classroom, 

facilitating constructive feedback on ways to improve their writing. As Tina noted, with Google 

Docs “they can then share the doc and write on it and read each other's and peer edit.” 

Participants reflected on the ways document-sharing fostered small-group or peer-editing 

activities in their respective ELA classrooms at the study site, where students leave written (or 

recorded) comments on each other’s work, highlighting strengths and areas for improvement.  
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Within their high school inclusion classes, the ELA teachers indicated they typically 

utilize digital checklists, or embedded links to rubrics or topical videos, that students can 

independently access during the revision process, a useful consideration when working with 

populations of struggling writers who can easily feel overwhelmed by the requirements of more 

complex tasks (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; Morphy & Graham, 2012). These multimodal 

rubrics guide communication between students as they read and leave feedback on each other’s 

writing. Considering the role of rubrics and checklists in guiding students’ revision, Julie 

explained to the researcher how typical feedback (on a longer writing assignment) 

Might be some kind of like digital Post-it® note or something like that… we might have 

another, not really a graphic organizer, but some ideas on how to strengthen what you 

learn from your peer editing, or your self-editing or your teacher's feedback…and then 

the editing, a lot of times we use like checklist and peer stuff like that.  

During interviews, the participants expressed a shared view that, currently, students do 

not spend enough time, or effort, revising and editing their work (Bray et al., 2014). Thinking 

about revision and editing support in her own tenth-grade inclusion classrooms, Gloria noted that 

“I've noticed when you ask kids to revise something, they try to pick one word in a sentence and 

change it. And so how to get them to understand writing as a process.” Embedding resources to 

support ongoing self-assessment and collaborative revision, including checklists and rubrics, 

while utilizing multimodal tools to facilitate communication between students can mediate 

negative student attitudes toward revising and editing complex writing (Morphy & Graham, 

2012).  

Publishing. Reflecting on the selection of multimodal technology to support publication, 

the participating general and special education teachers discussed their use of different tools and 
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platforms with the researcher. For certain tasks, the ELA educators provide students with 

publication options, integrating audio and video components. In her ninth-grade inclusion 

classes, Julie noted that she uses Flipgrid, a tool that allows students to record both audio and 

video; other participants noted how, in their respective inclusion classrooms, Flipgrid helped 

improve engagement for the more reluctant writers as it reduced the amount of actual writing for 

complex assignments (Berninger & Swanson, 2012), including multi-paragraph essays.  

In her ninth-grade English Language Arts inclusion class, Julie noted how “publishing 

could be like a Google Slide, or it could be a Flipgrid, where they read their things aloud.” Tina 

also integrated audio-visual resources in her twelfth-grade inclusion classes, explaining to the 

researcher that “we've been using Flipgrid, right? So, they do have to turn in their work, but with 

Flipgrid, you can share the slides instead of showing your face, or the text, and students really 

like that.”  

In addition to web-based, audio-visual presentation/publication tools like Flipgrid, 

participants at the study site used other presentation tools within the Google Suite of apps and 

extensions to create differentiated, visual products that mitigate the influence of specific learning 

disabilities, limiting the amount of “text” students are required to produce when drafting final 

products. 

Technology Integration Considerations in Inclusion Classrooms 

Interviewing English Language Arts teachers at the study site over a period of months, 

the researcher noted how general and special education teachers addressed student engagement 

through the integration of different, carefully selected technologies. When selecting tools, the 

participants indicated that student interest was a key consideration; as Gloria noted, “I think first 

of all, we think about engagement…What (technology) will kids want to open up and try and not 
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dismiss right away?” Considering student interactions with specific technologies in her ninth-

grade inclusion classes, Julie made similar comments, noting how, when selecting resources to 

remediate individual student writing difficulties, it was important “to put myself into (students) 

mindsets and understand their strengths.”  

Regarding the introduction of new technologies, Julie also favored a tiered approach to 

differentiation, making sure that students understood the functionality of a tool and could apply 

it, independently and consistently, before introducing a new piece of technology; she indicated 

that, “as they get really comfortable with the teachers, and the platforms, and just reading and 

writing in general, we will introduce another one.” Speaking with the researcher about his own 

differentiation strategies, Bill espoused similar views of technology, indicating how modeling 

new writing resources was important, in order to “showcase how they can make things a little bit 

simpler for them to produce the tasks…I want to do what the kids are familiar with or have easy 

access to.” 

Still, selecting a new piece of writing technology to suit the needs of a diverse, mixed-

ability classroom sometimes proved problematic, for various reasons: Bill reflected on students’ 

past experiences with technology, indicating how prior engagement with multimodal resources 

played a large role in their acceptance/rejection of specific tools (Mouza, 2008; Rao et al., 2009), 

indicating how  

(Students) being willing to try out new technology is important…some kids are just, it 

comes easier to them or they have more experience with technology so they can pick it up 

quicker…others have been challenged…I think sometimes it might be overwhelming, if 

the kid's never seen any of this, like never ever.  

Julie reiterated these sentiments in her own shared reflections, noting how, with new technology,  
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Part of it's just not knowing how to do it and then just feeling so awkward, which is part 

of that fear of using it… they don't want people looking at them…even something as 

basic as navigating Google classroom, I noticed, has been a challenge for students.  

Considering ways to simplify technology integration in inclusion settings, Bill stated that, when 

selecting a tool, it was important to consider how some multimodal resources might perpetuate 

feelings of confusion among his students, indicating how  

We want the kids to spend time…not struggling in a bad way…but engag(ing) in and 

trying to figure out how to best write (an essay). And how do we support them with that? 

As opposed to us spending time creating some kind of (technology) that we blast through 

and then we don't have time to do the writing.  

As such, selecting a tool that is both student-centered and unnecessarily complex is an essential 

consideration when differentiating writing pedagogy in the English Language Arts inclusion 

classes (Morphy & Graham, 2012). 

Teacher Participation in Multimodal Professional Learning 

During semi-structured, co-interpretive interviews at the study site, participating ELA 

teachers discussed the lasting influence the COVID-19-precipitated transition to virtual learning 

had on their writing pedagogy, as far as the integration of new resources to support advanced 

writing. Adjusting to a virtual instructional model and new, multimodal expectations for lesson 

design and student engagement, the local school district implemented a six-month PL session of 

interrelated, asynchronous workshops, designed to support educators’ transition to the fully-

virtual curriculum.  

Reflecting on the ways PL altered differentiated writing instruction in mixed-ability 

inclusion classrooms, ELA teachers provided reflections on the ways professional learning 
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experiences reshaped their instructional design and use of multimodal supports. Reflecting on 

her participation in virtual workshops, Julie noted that  

We were inundated with all this training and technology because of COVID…there was 

this onslaught of, “You must learn these 40 digital tools this week,” or whatever, but that 

really helped me. I became much more proficient with a lot of things.  

However, since the return to in-person learning, educators at the study site have spent less time 

exploring new multimodal writing technologies.  

While the participating teachers appreciated the multimodal-centric PL, reflecting on how 

it improved their awareness of writing supports to augment virtual instruction, they recognized 

how the return to in-person learning tempered idealism for more digital writing applications. In a 

conversation with the researcher, Bill noted that, from a special-education perspective, it was 

often difficult to balance professional duties, including drafting IEPs, grading, and managing off-

task behaviors in the classroom, with the amount of instructional time required to fully adopt and 

reinforce a new piece of technology.  

In his reflections, Bill stated that “I'm all for teaching computer literacy, but it just comes 

at a trade-off. We can't do it all.” Julie shared similar thoughts, regarding the shift in pedagogical 

priorities, expressing a belief that teachers still “need to go and have training to make things 

more familiar and more comfortable for us…instead of having so many (tools), make sure that 

we understand and use them all thoroughly and to their best advantage.” 

As they considered the value of multimodal professional learning, ELA educators 

indicated that technology integration was a pedagogical “balancing act”, where contextual 

factors, including students’ reluctant writing attitudes, behavioral management concerns, larger 

class sizes, a wide range of writing abilities within each inclusion class, and curriculum 
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guidelines for standardized writing limited opportunities for more individualized remediation, 

including the integration of novel writing technologies (Angeli & Valanides, 2009; Gillespie & 

Graham, 2014; Nash, 2018). To gain a better understanding of individual and contextual factors 

shaping integration of writing technologies at the study site, the researcher further explored the 

influence of educators’ self-efficacy beliefs on their instructional practices, focusing on the ways 

their past teaching experiences, vicarious learning (modeling), and collegial supports either 

enhanced or inhibited applications of multimodal writing technologies. 

Self-Efficacy Beliefs and Integration of Multimodal Writing Tools 

Coding interview data and analyzing lesson plans for evidence of multimodal 

differentiation, the researcher noted how self-efficacy beliefs shaped digital pedagogy in 

inclusion classrooms. Focusing on high school ELA teachers’ use of technology to differentiate 

advanced writing in inclusion classrooms, the researcher identified factors that fostered self-

efficacious beliefs among general and special education teachers; these findings demonstrate 

how contexts for curriculum planning and writing instruction influence educators’ TPACK and 

nurture stronger self-efficacy beliefs, supporting their applications of computer- and web-based 

resources to scaffold advanced writing. Coding and analyzing reflections from interpretive 

interviews into superordinate themes, the researcher identified seven contributing factors shaping 

educators’ TPACK self-efficacy in ELA inclusion classrooms.  

Agency 

Considering decision-making processes that shape instructional planning in mixed-ability 

inclusion classes, participating English Language Arts teachers reflected on their digital agency 

during semi-structured interviews, expressing a shared belief that more ownership, over the 

process of multimodal differentiation, had a positive correlation with students’ writing 
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proficiency and engagement. Conversely, when the participating general and special education 

teachers felt coerced or mandated to use specific tools, limiting their abilities to select and 

integrate preferred resources, multimodal writing pedagogy became more rote and formulaic, 

leading to a decline in student-centered orientations for digital writing.  

Reflecting on her digital agency and the ways it shaped instructional planning in her 

ninth-grade inclusion classrooms, Julie noted that having the freedom to create a resource, such 

as a customized graphic organizer with embedded multimedia/links, helped personalize 

differentiation and curriculum-planning. When modifying standardized writing tasks, she 

explained to the researcher how  

I'll create a tool, and if it needs some kind of modifying, I'll go back and fix that, or let 

students use it in whatever individual way they can do it and still meet the criteria...I'm 

always trying to think how to make my lesson plans vibrant and how to appeal to 

students.  

For Julie, the experience of creating a resource and re-evaluating/modifying it to suit her 

students’ individual writing needs fostered feelings of self-efficacy, leading her to pursue new 

instructional technologies in her free time, an activity she described as a form of “entertainment,” 

before incorporating new tools into instructional frameworks for composition.  

Considering curriculum-planning protocols influencing digital agency and TPACK self-

efficacy, participating ELA teachers at the study site offered their feedback on the need to keep 

technology integration “grassroots.” While participants expressed feelings of appreciation for 

district-mandated PL during the COVID-19-precipitated transition to virtual learning, reflections 

on multimodal writing and curriculum planning revealed a desire to pursue technologies aligned 

with educators’ preferences.  
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Reflecting on factors influencing her digital agency during one co-interpretive interview, 

Tina noted that  

I think we can trust teachers to kind of do this stuff without having PL, because once it 

becomes, what am I trying to say, mechanized and standardized? That's what I'm trying 

to say. Then it loses some of its life. And if everybody's doing it, then it also loses some 

of its life. It's like, “Let me be free in my technology exploration."…I think, more than 

the way we instruct writing, I think it's coming back to the problem of the way that we do 

school, but it's all very rote and like checking boxes and things.   

For Tina, multimodal agency declined when digital applications became too routinized, leading 

to feelings of boredom or disinterest in teachers and students (Burnett, 2014). 

Planning for advanced writing instruction, Tina indicated that it was important to offer an 

array of differentiated technologies to circumvent tedium and ensure agentic orientations for 

exploring and integrating new resources (Morphy & Graham, 2012). Sharing her beliefs on the 

overuse of Flipgrid fostering disinterest in technology, Tina noted how 

It's overdone for me and for the kids, too. They're bored with it. And it almost seems like 

something that's an added-on piece, something extra...Instead, the technology should ... If 

it's going to facilitate something or ease something, it should be thinking and not 

necessarily a product.  

Reflecting on students’ engagement with Flipgrid at the study site, Tina elaborated how techno-

centric orientations for multimodal writing fostered more rote differentiation, marginalizing the 

value of instructional contexts and student preferences (Shoffner et al., 2010). Conversely, when 

Tina and other participants felt that they had sufficient opportunities to independently research 
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and implement resources of their own choosing, TPACK self-efficacy increased, and educators 

dedicated more instructional time to the integration of multimodal writing supports.  

An additional factor limiting agency was the amount of instructional time required to 

establish students’ proficiency with new writing technologies. In a conversation with the 

researcher highlighting the multiple roles and responsibilities of teachers at the study site, Bill 

stated that, as educators,  

Our minds are different things. I'm thinking about writing IEPs, I'm thinking about 

contacting home because a student has missed a lot of days and they're failing. I'm 

thinking about all those things. So I'm not always up for just a random dive into the world 

of educational technology…you spend so much time teaching, grading, writing IEPs and 

stuff like that, you're already going beyond a school day, and my brain is already focused 

on those things, so (technology) has to be presented to me… (quoting Jack Nicholson 

from the film ‘A Few Good Men’) "I neither have the time nor the inclination" to do 

those things.” I shouldn't say the inclination. I would like to, but it has to be presented to 

me, because I already feel like what we do…is very supportive. I'm trying to help kids 

get through the class period, get through the week, get through the semester, get the 

credit, grow as a writer, grow as a reader. Yeah. I shouldn't say I'm resistant, but it's got 

to be good for me to jump on it. It's got to be simple or super-valuable, game-changer 

kind of stuff. 

Considering Bill’s comments, professional obligations can limit the amount of time educators 

spend searching for or developing their own multimodal writing supports, leading to a reliance 

on more established resources to scaffold advanced writing (Gillespie et al., 2014); additionally, 

Bill’s reflection reveals that some teachers at the study site have less agentic orientations for 



 
 
 

124 
 

developing their own customized multimodal writing pedagogy; like Bill, these educators prefer 

to integrate technologies presented during professional learning sessions, where they receive 

guidance/support on tool functionality.  

Bill’s thoughts on his digital agency demonstrate how some teachers have greater 

TPACK self-efficacy when applying multimodal tools introduced during professional learning 

sessions, where they can receive explicit instruction on ways to integrate specific writing 

technologies into their pedagogy. In contrast to Bill’s statements, other participating ELA 

teachers demonstrated greater appreciation for multimodality in their inclusion classrooms when 

they had more control over the tools they integrated and sufficient time to reinforce these 

resources; in these contexts, they were more likely to experiment with multimodal writing 

supports (Li et al., 2018).  

Flexibility 

Another facet of curriculum planning shaping TPACK self-efficacy is multimodal 

flexibility; as educators design and differentiate advanced writing for students, they exhibited 

more self-efficacious behaviors when they were able to provide a spectrum of multimodal 

supports, allowing students to select tools aligned with their specific digital preferences (Dixon 

et al., 2014). Considering how they plan advanced writing assignments in their high school 

inclusion classes, participating ELA teachers noted that they try not to rely too much on one 

piece of technology (see Tina’s previous reflection on the use of Flipgrid), and they regularly 

embedded multiple tools within each assignment, establishing flexible orientations for digital 

scaffolding. 
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Reflecting her own approach to curriculum planning during one interview, Julie indicated 

the benefits of pedagogical flexibility when integrating writing technologies, that embedded 

digital flexibility within a multimodal writing task supports student engagement,  

Giving (students) more differentiation and more venues with which to express themselves 

and develop their strengths (and) trying to foster that without putting them into some 

rigid kind of framework of “you must do this, this way”...I find that if I can make a 

graphic organizer tailored to a specific assignment, then that always works better than 

trying to take a one-size-fits-all kind of approach...it can't be a rigid tool, it can't force 

them to do something, and you have to remain flexible.  

Gloria made similar comments during one interpretive interview with the researcher, stating 

how, in her tenth-grade inclusion classes  

We try to always create assignments that have a lot of differentiation built in to begin 

with so that they lend themselves to a lot of different levels at once. A writing assignment 

with multiple prompts and then from there, as we work with specific kids, might modify 

and challenge one to write an extra paragraph or choose a more complex question…I 

think we so often don't know what they can do. So, if creating assignments that prioritize 

student choice let them show us what they can do and then we can help them take that 

and run with it. 

Like her colleagues, Tina identified the value of “giving (students) options, to begin with…you 

can do with this, or you can do with that,” influencing their engagement in advanced writing, 

frequently creating multiple levels of differentiation within a single assignment, addressing a 

range of student writing abilities and behaviors.  
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When teaching in inclusion classrooms, where students frequently express resistance 

when engaging in advanced writing, offering a range of technologies correlated with greater 

TPACK self-efficacy among participating educators, shaping their willingness to integrate 

multimodal writing supports more frequently within instructional frameworks for advanced 

writing. 

Simplicity 

Creating or modifying multimodal resources to suit students’ writing needs in inclusion 

classrooms, ELA teachers noted how simplicity, regarding tool functionality and accessibility, 

are key considerations influencing TPACK self-efficacy, curriculum-planning decisions, and 

technology integration. When participating general and special education teachers perceived 

their students could independently manipulate tools, in the context of an advanced writing 

assignment, they showed greater inclination for integrating these supports into instructional plans 

(Bandura, 1997). Selecting appropriate tools to scaffold complex compositions for struggling 

writers in their respective ELA inclusion classrooms, participating educators noted how tool 

functionality, an appreciation of instructional contexts, and students’ technical knowledge shaped 

integration of multimodal supports (Liou et al., 2016; Usher & Pajares, 2008). 

Considering decision-making processes and collaborative discussions shaping digital 

differentiation strategies in her tenth-grade inclusion classes, Gloria noted how  

First of all, we think about engagement. What will kids want to open up and try and not 

dismiss right away? Finding tools that are simple, and simple in that, I mean, they do 

things that the process of using the tool is not the focus. You're spending time on what 

you are actually creating more than you are trying to use it, (so) ease of use for sure and 

how many steps do I need to go through.  
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Gloria’s thoughts demonstrate the need for simple, student-centered resources to differentiate 

complex writing tasks.  

Like Gloria, Tina reflected on the ways she structured writing lessons to support students’ 

technology engagement during the COVID-19-precipitated shutdown, stating 

I think one thing that we were pretty good at was providing scaffolding in the online 

journal. So, charts and graphic organizers that we could just tag into the journals 

ourselves or have the kids cut and paste…if it's something where we can use an image, 

where we can include sound or video and text, and so just to give as much accessibility to 

the idea or information as possible. 

Considering the need for non-threatening technology in his eleventh-grade inclusion classes, Bill 

also offered similar reflections to the researcher, indicating how his selection of technologies to 

scaffold different phases of the writing progress was primarily based on “ease of use” and 

student appeal; in one interview, Bill indicated that 

I want (writing technology) to be as simple as possible for them to produce that product 

that's going to convey what we really want out of them. And in those literature classes, 

especially when we first started with COVID, they may not have gotten to the point of 

having a full-blown, real-deal, for-real essay. And so, let's go back, let's hit up the basics, 

right? 

The other special education teacher participating in the study, Julie, noted that it was essential, 

when planning writing instruction, to integrate some “really non-threatening technology…we 

definitely don't want to intimidate them (with technology).” Analyzing data from interpretive 

interviews and lesson plans, the researcher noted that all teachers recognized the importance of 

keeping things simple, from a technology perspective, considering how writers’ affective issues, 
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including frequent resistance or reluctance to engage in advanced writing, and struggles with 

multimodal functionality negatively influenced writing outcomes in their inclusion classrooms 

(Edyburn, 2013). 

Reflecting on technology applications when differentiating complex writing in inclusion 

classrooms, participating general and special education teachers expressed a shared belief that 

they sometimes had to temper idealism for multimodal integration, noting how some 

technologies could unintentionally limit student writing engagement (Beach, 2012; Dalton, 

2012). Speaking about this issue during one semi-structured interview, Bill noted that  

As a special ed teacher sitting in collaborative meetings, there’s like a lot of ideas that 

sound, like, really good and cool, (but) I don't know. I'm not a downer. I think I'm an 

optimist, but at the same time, I have to be a little realistic. We want the kids to spend 

time, not struggling in a bad way, but engaging in and trying to figure out how to best 

write (a composition). And how do we support them with that? How do we remove 

barriers, remove hurdles, and make it more accessible and approachable? I don't get 

excited about stuff that's multi-step, complicated, anything like that, because then I'm 

like, I'm trying to keep things streamlined…so kids can write what they need to, on topic, 

and I can help them out with that.  

Julie made similar comments, considering how educators’ initial enthusiasm and idealism for 

some newer technologies frequently overshadows contextual realities that shape successful 

implementation, including the influence of students’ motivations to engage with new resources, 

tool complexity, and the instructional time required to fully integrate new multimodal writing 

tools into curriculum frameworks.  
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Considering how she plans for multimodal writing in her ninth-grade collaborative 

classes, Julie indicated that, when choosing an appropriate tool to support students’ independent 

writing,  

More is not necessarily better…you don't want to overwhelm them with digital things 

because that's really upsetting when they are presented with like, "Well, we're going to 

use this Google Slide, then we're going to use Google Read &Write then now we're going 

to go and use this Flipgrid, and now we're going to use this other thing that does the same 

thing.” But it's just a different format that you have to learn.  

Reflecting on educators’ perceptions of multimodality shaping technology integration in 

inclusion classrooms at the study site, Julie stated that “I don't think anybody is not accepting of 

technology, or wants to do things that don't incorporate technology,” but her comments highlight 

the fact that educators sometimes need to periodically temper expectations for digital 

differentiation, regarding the quantity and approachability of resources to scaffold advanced 

writing. Julie’s statements show how, even with established technologies, including Google 

Docs, Flipgrid, and other familiar applications at the study site, students can sometimes feel 

overwhelmed when independently manipulating multimodal writing supports. 

As a general education teacher supporting students in tenth-grade inclusion classrooms at 

the high school, Gloria reiterated similar thoughts about her preferences for simple, approachable 

technology, explaining to the researcher how the  

Things that make me not want to use a tool are if it takes me a long time to figure it out, 

or if it requires too many steps…Does it do anything different and useful? I don't usually 

use fancy things with technology, a lot of Google Docs and a lot of Google Slides, and 

things linked with each other. 



 
 
 

130 
 

Like Gloria, Bill offered similar reflections on the need for simpler tools, as well as pedagogical 

flexibility and a willingness to engage students in more traditional, non-digital writing when 

technology integration proved problematic: 

Technology doesn't replace the other stuff. It just kind of enhances it, right? We want 

kids to spend time, not struggling in a bad way, but engaging in and trying to figure out 

how to best write (an essay) and how do we support them with that?...Sometimes the 

answer is to take away the technology and get them to journal, because they get so 

distracted…If you have time in the class (to adopt and reinforce writing technology), 

great, but that's a day less that we could be helping kids do the writing, or a day less 

dissecting the complexities of some text. 

Gloria and Bill’s comments demonstrate how tools with simple functionality support TPACK 

self-efficacy; when multimodal technologies were easier to use, based on educators’ perceptions 

of students’ engagement, most of the educators were likely to integrate them with greater 

frequency. 

Of the participating ELA teachers at the high school, Tina expressed differing views, 

regarding the simplicity of writing technology and the overuse of certain technologies she 

perceived as supplemental resources that do not effectively differentiate student thinking during 

independent writing engagement; instead, these tools simplify the act of writing, rather than the 

thought processes that shape ideas for composition:  

Technology should ... If it's going to facilitate something or ease something, it should be 

thinking and not necessarily a product…How do we approach something difficult, right? 

Because if we're just doing those, using those scaffolds and using technology to make 

something more exciting or easier, then we're not really change per se in that kind of, I 
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guess, intellectual way with our thinking. Maybe the products look differently. But if 

we're thinking about transformation, how can we then I guess just think differently? How 

is our thinking changing?  

While she expressed an appreciation for user-friendly writing technologies with simple 

functionality, Tina’s statement demonstrates the need to focus on implementing resources that 

target students’ higher-order thinking and the ways they synthesize knowledge when engaged in 

advanced writing. While Tina expressed an appreciation of simpler, student-oriented 

technologies as a way to foster greater engagement in multimodal writing, she was also the only 

participating ELA teacher to highlight the need for digital resources that adequately address the 

complexity of thought required for advanced writing, rather than scaffolding primarily structural 

or organizational components of longer compositions. 

Familiarity 

In addition to simplicity, selecting and reinforcing tools that were familiar to students had 

positive correlations with educators’ TPACK self-efficacy at the study site, shaping instructional 

decision-making (Li et al., 2018; Voogt et al., 2016). When choosing technologies for 

differentiation, ELA teachers identified the positive influence of students’ familiarity with web- 

and computer-based technologies on writing outcomes (Morphy & Graham, 2012).  

During interviews at the study site, general and special education teachers cited 

commonly-used multimodal resources on the Google platform, including Google Docs and 

Google Slides, as exemplars of familiar writing resources that proved useful when scaffolding 

complex assignments; speaking with the researcher about the value of familiarity, the ELA 

educators highlighted the influence of students’ past experiences, with specific writing tools and 
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platforms, on their own self-efficacious beliefs and motivations for designing differentiated 

writing pedagogy. 

Bill noted the importance of students’ technical knowledge and their previous exposure to 

a range of writing technologies to instructional planning, indicating how students’ familiarity 

shaped outcomes and attitudes. Considering the need for familiarity when working with 

struggling or reluctant writers in his eleventh-grade inclusion classes, Bill indicated that  

The kids, at this point, are very familiar with it, so I think that there's not as such a steep 

learning curve with those sort of Google tools…there's so much technology kids have 

already been exposed to, and they will always be learning new stuff, because that's just 

where we're at. But I want to rely on what they've already done. 

Julie provided similar thoughts, stating that “if (students) get familiar with it, they're comfortable 

with it” while Gloria noted how student engagement in advanced writing improved when an 

embedded resource was “something that is widely used…(including) Google Docs because our 

kids know how to use Google Docs and Google Slides and all of that stuff because it's consistent 

across the building.” 

Providing differentiated support throughout the writing process, educators expressed 

positive feelings for the Google platform throughout multiple interviews, which, from their 

perspective, simplified the integration of writing interventions for students with varying levels of 

proficiency and motivation. The ubiquity of certain technologies shaped instructional planning 

for advanced writing, as the availability of familiar tools influenced educators’ multimodal 

differentiation. 
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Community 

Considering multimodal writing in ELA inclusion classes at the study site, collaborative 

planning, specifically the sharing of ideas/resources among colleagues, promoted greater 

educator TPACK self-efficacy, fostering teachers’ integration of digital writing supports within 

instructional frameworks for advanced composition (Bandura, 1997; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich; Li et al., 2018). Sharing reflections on the value of collaborative engagement during 

interviews at the study site, special education teachers routinely mentioned the influence of 

collegiality and community on their digital pedagogy, reflecting on the ways interactions with 

ELA colleagues enhanced their own multimodal writing applications.  

When educators at the high school worked collaboratively to plan writing units, sharing 

digital expertise during grade-level planning meetings and modeling certain writing tools for 

peers, TPACK self-efficacy improved. At the study site, a communal approach to technology 

integration shaped applications of digital writing resources in English Language Arts inclusion 

classrooms.  

Reflecting on frequent collaboration with grade-level colleagues shaping multimodal 

differentiation strategies in her ninth-grade inclusion classes, Julie noted how, as a veteran 

teacher, she frequently borrowed ideas and resources from her younger colleagues. Identifying 

the value of shared technical knowledge in supporting her TPACK self-efficacy, Julie explained 

to the researcher that  

New teachers, people who are just out of college or people who are five years out of 

college, they know a whole lot more about the (multimodal writing technology) and stuff 

like that. And I can learn just as much from them…I'm always trying to read and see 
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what I can do that's different and view and looking at teacher sites and listening to the 

young teachers.  

During grade-level team meetings, Julie indicated how she felt empowered when reaching out to 

colleagues, seeking advice on appropriate ways to augment writing lessons with differentiated 

technology; reflecting on a past experience when she borrowed a teacher-created multimodal 

resource to scaffold persuasive writing in her ninth-grade inclusion class, Julie mentioned how 

she asked a grade-level colleague  

“Can I have (this tool)?” And so she sent it to me, and so I took that rubric and looked at 

it, and then I went to the persuasive speech rubric and I color-coded it, and I simplified 

the sentences and made them more concise.  

Using her knowledge of students’ writing needs and collegial support, Julie cited the importance 

of reaching out to her peers for assistance with multimodal differentiation, an experience that 

influenced her willingness to provide more multimodal resources. 

Like Julie, Gloria offered her reflections on the role of community during a conversation 

with the researcher, noting how her grade-level team members are  

Always talking together and sort of deciding, and we each have our strengths…So I 

approach it almost just like inquiry: "Oh, cool. What are we doing?" Because we have 

some really smart people in that hallway right now, so it's always kind of cool to share 

ideas…So really, it's just going to other teachers and being like, “Hey, what cool online 

tools do you think you would like to see a project be made out of? And how do I do it?” 

When Gloria had opportunities to interact with other teachers, asking for support and/or 

recommendations for resources to scaffold different phases of advanced writing, her TPACK 

self-efficacy increased. 
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Like her colleagues, Tina indicated that she appreciated collaborative support when 

differentiating writing instruction with technology. Expressing an affinity for collegial input and 

expertise, Tina noted how she frequently reached out to one of the district technology specialists, 

during the pandemic shutdown and following the return to in-person learning, for help when 

differentiating advanced writing tasks in her twelfth-grade inclusion classrooms. Tina indicated 

that  

Sometimes I called __________ in to give ideas, right? So, we also want to do vlogs and 

we're going to do Screencastifies (a Google Chrome extension that allows users to record 

audio and video from their web browser) and podcasts. We have more on the agenda, 

right? And we just have to figure out how to use them…I do think there is something to 

say about going to experts when we need help, because I think as teachers we often want 

to have our autonomy and be in control of things. I think often that means we shut our 

door and we do our own things. But just admitting that teaching is hard and that we need 

other people to help us, whether it's with technology, or to help us with our research 

project, or authors in the community coming in and talking about their work as being real 

writers as well. 

Like Julie and Gloria, Tina recognized the value of reaching other educators and professionals 

for assistance with multimodal differentiation, tapping into peers’ technical knowledge to 

augment their own applications of writing tools in inclusion classes.  

Reflecting on collegial collaboration when differentiating advanced writing, participating 

teachers indicated that reliance on proven technologies sometimes limited digital agency and 

self-efficacy. Considering his role within the eleventh-grade team, as a special education teacher, 

Bill extrapolated this issue, noting that  
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All four teachers I plan with have taught the subject before. They have a deep knowledge 

of literature, way deeper than my understanding and experience…. This semester I have 

not had to really offer up a lot because they're already doing a lot of the heavy lifting or 

they're able to rely back on what they did last year. 

However, he indicated to the researcher that “the teachers I work with…are very agreeable to my 

bringing ideas about tech. They're agreeable when I have ideas about how to differentiate stuff.”  

Julie, as a fellow special education teacher, made similar comments about her own 

experiences with curriculum planning, noting that “this is my second year with them, and they 

have a lot of materials in place already…However, I find that sometimes when we're looking for 

something, I can come up with the idea, and they're generally receptive to it.” Both participating 

special education teachers shared a belief that, while they sometimes felt compelled to 

compromise their personal preferences for instructional design and lesson frameworks with 

established, grade-level frameworks for writing pedagogy, they noted that their individual 

expertise on technology, including unique technical knowledge and methods for multimodal 

differentiation, was valued. 

Consistency 

As ELA teachers scaffold multimodal writing in inclusion classrooms at the study site, 

they re-evaluate student engagement to determine which tools have a positive influence on 

writing motivations. Considering technology adoption practices, participating ELA teachers 

indicated that digital tools used consistently and reinforced regularly had the greatest benefits for 

struggling writers (Mouza, 2008; Rao et al., 2009). In ELA inclusion classrooms, providing 

students with familiar tools, applied consistently from one writing task to the next, had a positive 

correlation with educators’ TPACK self-efficacy. 
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Thinking about the need for multimodal consistency in his eleventh-grade inclusion 

classes, Bill indicated to the researcher that it was important to have digital  

Reminders or some kind of introduction stuff early on…(as) some kids may have used 

this tool or that tool or whatever in the past, but then just kind of reminding them about 

that and having things predictable and reliable and consistent.  

Gloria provided similar reflections on applications of writing technology with her tenth-grade 

students, indicating that a trial-and-error approach to multimodal integration was helpful in  

Narrowing it down to one type of tool per skill and training kids on how to use it, and 

then using it multiple times. Sometimes I think we use a piece of technology once, and 

it's kind of clunky, so we never do it again. But if we picked three that we were going to 

use all semester, kids would get to practice more with it and actually get to do their 

writing.  

Her comments demonstrate how consistency in multimodal differentiation, and an awareness of 

students' preferred writing tools (in this case, resources available through the web-based Google 

platform) shape adoption and reinforcement of writing technologies.  

Participating ELA teachers indicated that it was important to establish continuity when 

using digital writing supports. When educators felt they could foster instructional contexts for 

advanced writing where students used familiar technologies, consistently, they showed greater 

affinity for multimodal differentiation, reflecting positive TPACK self-efficacy beliefs. 

Considering the fleeting nature of digital writing interventions (Applebee & Langer, 2013), 

participating educators noted how consistency supported greater student engagement.  
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In her ninth-grade inclusion classes, Julie noted the fleeting nature of writing technology; 

reflecting on personal experiences and sharing her thoughts with the researcher, she indicated 

that  

One thing people tend to do with technology, it's like, maybe you find something cool 

and you use it, and then you don't ever go back to it…the thing about technology and 

using a lot of different tools, is sometimes it becomes a little fragmented. Like if you're 

using a lot of tools, and you put like a little bit on each one or something like that, or 

everything is a different platform. 

Bill offered similar thoughts during one interview, regarding the need to find effective writing 

resources – sometimes through district-mandated professional development – and consistently 

reinforce their use in inclusion classrooms. Reflecting on the widespread use of Google Docs as 

a writing platform in high school ELA classes, Bill indicated that he  

Would rather have a student be better at engaging a Google Doc, writing a constructed-

response paragraph where they're citing evidence than making a fun little Prezi (web-

based presentation tool similar to a PowerPoint) …At some point in the past, we were all 

hyped up about having like Geocities webpages, doing this and this and that. Padlet is 

going to go away. Prezi will go away. All these things go away.  

When teachers applied technology with regularity, students demonstrated greater engagement in 

advanced writing tasks. Coding educators’ reflections on classroom experiences shaping 

individual motivations for digital differentiation, TPACK self-efficacy improved when the 

participating general and special education teachers dedicated sufficient instructional time to 

reinforce multimodal applications. 
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Proximity 

Speaking with ELA teachers about writing technologies at the study site over a period of 

several months, the researcher noted the influence of student proximity on educators’ TPACK 

self-efficacy, especially when introducing resources that writers were encountering for the first 

time (Morphy & Graham, 2012). When educators felt that they had sufficient time to sit with 

students and monitor/troubleshoot technology integration, TPACK self-efficacy increased, and 

teachers expressed greater willingness to dedicate more instructional time to multimodal 

differentiation.  

As students engaged with technology in her ninth-grade inclusion classes, Julie reflected 

on the frequent need for individualized support and student proximity during independent 

writing, citing more intensive, one-to-one support as a crucial consideration when reinforcing 

new multimodal tools. Speaking with the researcher at the study site, Julie noted how 

I will typically kind of go around and just check in to see if they're having trouble getting 

started. Or if they're in absolute panic mode, and don't know what to do or confused or 

even understood the instructions…Something about that one-on-one interaction, it's so 

much clearer to them. I'm walking around the classroom, visiting students individually, 

they're pretty good at giving me feedback. So, I go, "Why didn't you do this?" "Well, I 

didn't so and so. I didn't understand how to do this, or I wasn't sure I was doing it right." 

And then that's a signal to me that I need to fix something.  

When students are working independently on complex writing, providing opportunities to share 

focused feedback on tool functionality, as necessary, had a noted benefit for student writing 

outcomes and teacher TPACK self-efficacy, as evidenced through their shared reflections during 

semi-structured interviews. 
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Tina and Gloria made similar statements on the value of student proximity, regarding 

their use of conferencing to support reluctant or struggling writers as they engaged with 

multimodal technologies. In a conversation on proximity in her twelfth-grade inclusion classes, 

Tina noted how she used virtual conferencing (during the COVID-19 school shutdown) to 

scaffold advanced writing instruction:  

We Zoomed, and it's informal, but it's still, I think it's still teaching. We would have a 

weekly Zoom meeting and we would read and we'd workshop his writing. So, I think in 

that way, technology, I mean, there's all kinds of possibilities, and maybe just loosens up 

the rigidity of the classroom.  

Like Tina, Gloria identified the value of individual support in her tenth-grade inclusion classes, 

noting how conferences with her students supported dialogic orientations for advanced 

multimodal writing, indicating that “as far as seeing themselves as writers, I try to do a lot of 

conversations with students where we talk about what's going on.” 

When the four participating ELA educators felt they had adequate instructional time to 

address individual writing weaknesses and remediating students’ technical skills, the general and 

special education teachers were more likely to pursue multimodal differentiation. Speaking with 

the researcher about student engagement and proximity in his eleventh-grade inclusion classes 

Bill noted that 

I can sit physically sit next to the kid, with another kid next to me, and a third kid across 

from me, and we can actually like break something down, talk, have a small-group 

conversation and then turn them loose to type up what they're doing.  
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As such, instructional contexts had a strong influence on TPACK self-efficacy, as educators felt 

more empowered to apply writing technologies when they perceived they had adequate time to 

work closely with students, supporting their engagement with multimodal resources.  

Summary of Findings 

Reflecting on the integration of differentiated, multimodal writing technologies in their 

respective ELA inclusion classrooms, Julie, Gloria, Tina, and Bill offered their interpretations of 

past teaching experiences and instructional contexts influencing individual motivations for 

multimodality. Participating in multiple rounds of co-interpretive interviews at the study site, the 

general and special education teachers shared their unique perspectives on digital writing 

supports for high school students with specialized needs, including writers with specific learning 

disabilities influencing proficiency and motivation.  

Exploring multimodal differentiation of complex, standardized writing assignments 

across different grade levels, the researcher coded and analyzed data from semi-structured 

interviews and ELA planning documents, reflecting on the commonalities and discrepancies 

among the participating teachers. While there were a few noteworthy discrepancies between 

some of the general and special education teachers, regarding the value and role of writing 

technology in their respective inclusion classrooms, the researcher identified seven key themes 

influencing TPACK self-efficacy at the study site, highlighting facets of pedagogical 

differentiation, classroom demographics, multimodal tool functionality, and collaborative 

planning that influenced educators’ willingness to adopt and reinforce specific technologies.  

While ELA teachers at the study site exhibited differing levels of enthusiasm for 

multimodality, explaining how time constraints, a wide range of student writing abilities, and a 

standardized curriculum sometimes limited their digital agency, all participants recognized (and 
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appreciated) the benefits of student-oriented technologies in supporting greater achievement and 

more positive attitudes toward complex composition, especially for students with identified 

cognitive impairments. When educators perceived that specific multimodal writing technologies 

positively influenced students’ engagement on standardized, higher-order composition tasks, 

TPACK self-efficacy increased, and ELA teachers exhibited greater motivations for digital 

differentiation.     
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) was to identify how 

instructional contexts and educators’ past experiences with multimodal writing technologies 

influence their TPACK self-efficacy, shaping curriculum planning and differentiated writing 

instruction in high school English Language Arts inclusion classrooms. This chapter provides a 

discussion of the findings from the qualitative study, positioning the research in relation to 

current literature on differentiated writing instruction in high school inclusion classrooms, 

TPACK for in-service English Language Arts teachers, and the writing motivations and 

achievements of special education students with identified writing difficulties.   

National studies on writing achievement in American high schools - in which 

standardized measures of writing proficiency, linked to the Common Core State Standards for 

English Language Arts (CCSS-ELA), identify areas of strength and weakness in student 

achievement - demonstrate how high school writers with specific learning disabilities continue to 

struggle with advanced writing tasks, exhibiting limited motivation to engage in complex, norm-

referenced writing tasks (Graham et al., 2013; Graham & Harris, 2013; Troia & Olinghouse, 

2013); additionally, these students typically exhibit foundational deficits in writing proficiency 

which negatively impact the clarity, organization, length, and complexity of their writing 

(Berninger & Swanson, 2012; Graham & Harris, 2013; Sundeen, 2014; Troia & Graham, 2015).  

Empirical research shows how the Common Core standards for high school writing foster 

instructional contexts where all students are expected to reach a predetermined, objective level of 

writing proficiency by the time they graduate from high school, regardless of individual 

cognitive or affective attributes (Halladay & Moses, 2013; Shoffner et al., 2010).  Achieving this 

level of competency continues to prove challenging for students with identified special needs, 
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and previous studies have shown how these students typically become disengaged, unmotivated, 

and unwilling to complete advanced writing tasks (Bray et al., 2014; Harris et al., 2017; Rouhani 

et al., 2016). 

To remediate issues with student writing proficiency and lagging motivation, English 

Language Arts teachers working in modern high schools have access to a wide range of 

differentiated, multimodal supports to scaffold different phases of the writing process (Graham 

& Gillespie, 2014; Johnson et al., 2016; Rao et al., 2009); per the Common Core ELA standards, 

21st-century educators are expected to utilize technologies, including computer- and web-based 

resources, to scaffold advanced writing tasks and support the writing growth and development of 

marginalized student populations, specifically those with learning disabilities impacting text 

generation (Applebee & Langer, 2011, 2013; Gillespie et al., 2014; Sewell & Denton, 2011; 

Voogt et al, 2016). These resources support cognitive off-loading, helping students to 

compartmentalize and sequence the tasks needed to effectively write an advanced composition 

(Berninger & Swanson, 2012). 

While research has shown that English Language Arts educators hold generally positive 

views about writing technologies and express a willingness to integrate these resources into the 

high school writing curriculum, the application of these multimodal resources remains limited 

(Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011). Additionally, few studies 

have explored the relationship between writing teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and their 

Technical, Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK), especially teachers serving special 

education populations in high school English Language Arts inclusion classrooms.  

To explore the ways in which classroom contexts/demographics and inclusion teachers’ 

past experiences with writing technologies influence their curriculum planning and instructional 
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design for advanced writing tasks, this study was designed to address the following research 

questions: 

• How do high school English Language Arts teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy beliefs 

impact their application(s) of assistive writing technologies in inclusion classrooms? 

• What impact does context have on high school English Language Arts teachers’ adoption 

and reinforcement of assistive writing technologies in inclusion classrooms? 

Obtaining teacher feedback and recording reflections on their digital writing practices - collected 

through semi-structured, co-interpretive interviews with English Language Arts inclusion 

teachers at the study site - the researcher highlighted the influence of both instructional contexts 

and self-efficacy beliefs on multimodal differentiation of complex writing. Working directly with 

special education students who typically struggle with the affective and academic demands of 

advanced, standards-based composition, the sampled population of educators provided insights 

on the ways that they select, integrate, and reinforce contextualized writing technologies in 

inclusion classroom settings.  

The findings from this study serve to enrich the knowledge base, regarding curriculum 

modifications and technology applications, in order to improve writing outcomes for high school 

special education populations; working directly with marginalized writers and tasked with 

providing digital scaffolding to support writing achievement in special education populations, the 

participants provided firsthand perspectives on the aspects of digital writing instruction that both 

encourage and inhibit student writing outcomes, reflecting on those aspects of planning and 

instruction that shaped individual self-efficacy for multimodal differentiation. 

A discussion of the research findings is included below, followed by an explanation of 

implications for future research on multimodal writing applications in high school inclusion 



 
 
 

146 
 

classrooms. Recommendations for future research in both high school and university settings are 

highlighted, including suggestions for conducting action research with in-service educators 

and/or administrators working at the local, school-level, identifying curriculum modifications for 

improving writing outcomes in special education student populations.   

Themes of meaning, identified through interpretive analysis of semi-structured interview 

transcripts, are explored in detail below, including findings on individual/contextual factors 

influencing English Language Arts teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy and their willingness to adopt 

and reinforce multimodal supports. Themes highlighted in the previous chapter are classified into 

four areas of focus, as they relate to instructional contexts, past teaching experiences, curriculum 

differentiation, and receptive orientations for multimodal integration that correlate with greater 

TPACK self-efficacy in the target population.  

Four contributing factors had a positive influence on  English Language Arts teachers’ 

TPACK self-efficacy are: (1) an emphasis on teachers’ digital agency and creativity within 

curriculum planning and instructional design, (2) sufficient instructional time to integrate 

multimodal resources (given the potentially limiting influence of standardized curriculum 

frameworks and pacing guides on selection and reinforcement of new technologies), (3) 

multimodal adoption protocols that reflect educators’ awareness of diverse student writing needs 

in inclusion classroom settings, and (4) collaborative orientations for digital differentiation that 

incorporate individual teachers’ technological expertise, feedback, and modeling into curriculum 

planning and evaluation practices. 

Discussion 

 The following section includes a list of salient findings from this study, providing 

detailed explanations of specific curriculum modifications and collaborative planning protocols 
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that support more student-centered orientations for multimodal writing while fostering greater 

TPACK self-efficacy among ELA teachers. 

Digital Agency and Creativity Within Curriculum Planning  

Current research on self-efficacy theory in school settings shows that, when educators 

feel they have more opportunities to incorporate personal interests and creativity into the 

selection and adoption of multimodal teaching tools, they exhibit more self-efficacious behaviors 

for digital differentiation (Angeli & Valanides, 2009; Edyburn, 2013; Li et al., 2018; Usher & 

Pajares, 2009). In this interpretive phenomenological study of TPACK self-efficacy in high 

school lEnglish Language Arts inclusion classrooms, writing teachers reflected on the ways in 

which more agentic orientations - regarding the integration of multimodal resources into 

advanced composition - influenced their motivations to scaffold/differentiate distinct phases of 

the writing process with specialized writing technologies.   

Participating teachers explained how, when planning for instruction, multimodal and 

pedagogical creativity, and a desire to explore new writing technologies, had a positive 

correlation with their self-efficacy beliefs. Both special and general education teachers noted 

that, when working with demographically and intellectually diverse groups of student writers, it 

was important to provide resources with simple functionality, carefully selected to avoid writing 

technology with multi-step operations or steeper learning curves (Berninger & Swanson, 2012; 

Morphy & Graham, 2012; Mouza, 2008). To ensure that multimodal resources met the 

individualized needs of student writers - many of whom have underdeveloped foundational 

writing skills - the participating educators noted how agentic orientations towards multimodal 

writing, in which they were able to explore and select resources that best suited 

pedagogical/demographic contexts within their inclusion classroom, of their own volition, 
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elicited greater enthusiasm for writing technology integration (Angel et al., 2016; Voogt et al., 

2016).  

When ELA educators perceived that applications of specific multimodal tools had grown 

too rote or formulaic in their inclusion classes, they expressed a belief that these resources had 

“lost some of their life,” creating challenging contexts for writing where technology integration 

practices were counterintuitive to their desired purpose, unintentionally limiting student 

engagement in complex composition tasks rather than motivating greater engagement (Dixon et 

al., 2014; Gillespie & Graham, 2014).  

Reflecting on the impact of the COVID-19 quarantine on their digital agency, educators 

noted that techno-centric PL - in which they had the opportunity to experiment with and evaluate 

different resources from an exhaustive list of potential supports/scaffolds, adopting preferred 

technologies to suit their own multimodal preferences and pedagogical style(s) - promoted digital 

enrichment and altered their understanding of multimodal differentiation (Beach, 2012; Harris & 

Hofer, 2011; Johnson, 2016). During this time, agency for adopting technology increased, based 

on self-reported anecdotes shared during the interviews. In a virtual-learning context, agency for 

student-centered, engaging technologies increased, as did TPACK self-efficacy, as evidenced 

through the frequent amounts of multimodal scaffolding integrated within lesson plans for virtual 

writing instruction.  

Following a return to in-person learning, a majority of participating educators noted how 

their exploration of multimodal technologies seemed to diminish, indicating that the return to the 

classroom had spurred an interest in more traditional approaches to writing instruction, such as 

pencil-and-paper journaling and “old school” note-taking, a practice still viewed favorably by 

most of the participants working in inclusion classrooms (Gillespie & Graham, 2014; Hutchinson 
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& Reinking, 2011). While they expressed an appreciation for the ways differentiated technology 

supported struggling writers with cognitive off-loading, educators noted how the shift in 

instructional contexts, from virtual to in-person, limited the amount of time they spent pursuing 

new technologies when engaged in curriculum planning.  

As the onus for multimodal differentiation became less of a central concern within the 

high school writing curriculum, following the return to in-person learning, most teachers’ digital 

agency diminished, as demonstrated by their reliance on established tools and a lack of 

technology discussions/reflections during collaborative planning (Applebee & Langer, 2013; 

Greer, 2018). Following the transition, self-efficacy for multimodal differentiation declined, due 

to the fact that instructional contexts and platforms for advanced writing had changed; students 

were no longer obligated to use technology for 100% of their virtual writing instruction, and 

educators reacted accordingly, focusing more on traditional writing pedagogy (Ertmer & 

Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Usher & Pajares, 2008; Voogt et al., 2016).  

This finding reveals how writing teachers’ digital agency - and TPACK self-efficacy - 

correlates with more multimodal writing opportunities for students in inclusion classrooms; 

when students transitioned back to in-person learning, educators spent less time doing “deep 

dives” into multimodal writing. As such, instructional contexts and freedom to explore 

technology - on their own terms, without established parameters for integration/frequency of 

multimodality - shaped educators’ willingness to reinforce new writing technologies. These 

findings are consistent with previous research on educators’ digital agency, reflecting a 

connection between digital self-efficacy, agency, and subsequent instructional modifications 

through the integration of multimodal scaffolding (Bandura, 1997; Li et al., 2018; Liou et al., 

2016; Nash, 2018). 
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Balancing Multimodality with Time Constraints and Pacing Guides 

Collecting feedback from participating ELA inclusion teachers on multimodal writing 

pedagogy in demographically diverse classroom settings, educators expressed a shared belief that 

- when they perceived they had adequate time to explore, integrate, and reinforce specialized 

writing tools - their TPACK self-efficacy increased; as such, they were more likely to scaffold 

advanced composition with differentiated writing technologies. This finding is consistent with 

empirical research on technology integration trends across school contexts (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-

Leftwich, 2010; Li et al., 2018; Usher & Pajares, 2008); when integrating multimodal supports, 

educators need sufficient time to determine which resources best suit their instructional contexts, 

as well as additional time to evaluate the efficacy of these curriculum modifications (Nash, 

2018). When educators participating in the study felt that they had adequate opportunities to 

select and assess the impact of different writing technologies, their TPACK self-efficacy 

increased, as did their willingness to incorporate multimodal differentiation into instructional 

frameworks for advanced writing.   

Reconciling pedagogical idealism for multimodality with instructional contexts for 

standardized writing, English Language Arts teachers working at the study site noted how an 

adherence to extant curriculum guidelines and the amount of instructional time spent remediating 

students’ delayed foundational writing skills limited self-efficacy for multimodal writing 

integration. When selecting tools to support student engagement and scaffold advanced writing, 

educators noted how multi-step functionality of certain resources could potentially complicate 

differentiation of complex writing, expressing a belief that such tools made composition more 

challenging and time-consuming for high school students in inclusion classrooms (Morphy & 

Graham, 2012; Mouza, 2008).  
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Citing the influence of standards and overarching curriculum guidelines on their writing 

pedagogy, specifically stipulations for writing technologies - selected and/or customized to suit 

instructional and demographic contexts within the frameworks for writing instruction - 

participating educators noted how established technologies - including some resources shared 

during professional learning - were not always effective in engaging students or remediating 

their writing difficulties (Edyburn, 2013; Johnson, 2016). In their reflections, educators cited the 

value of “proximity” in supporting student engagement with novel writing tools; however, due to 

time constraints, student reluctance to engage with new resources, and the need to frequently 

remediate and “walk” individual students through a tool’s functionality, sometimes multiple 

times, the ELA teachers indicated that they sometimes had to temper expectations for 

multimodal differentiation, a consideration that diminished TPACK self-efficacy (Ertmer & 

Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010). 

These prior experiences, where educators faced challenges integrating technology into 

curriculum frameworks for advanced writing, muted some of their idealism for specific 

resources; all of the participating ELA teachers expressed some reservations for technology in 

their reflections, noting how they had all struggled, at some point, when implementing a new 

writing tool that they initially hoped would have more of a positive influence on student writing 

engagement and proficiency/production. These findings are consistent with empirical research on 

educators’ digital self-efficacy (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Usher & Pajares, 2009), 

reflecting a need for more contextualized, deliberate integration practices, as a means to avoid 

technocentric orientations for advanced writing. 

When educators perceived that specific technologies required too much instructional 

“front loading,” before students could independently manipulate these writing tools, they 
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demonstrated a preferential tendency to pursue more familiar resources. Reflecting on the 

technologies they rely on most frequently to differentiate complex writing tasks, the majority of 

the participating educators expressed positive views for Google Docs (and associated 

apps/extensions), as these widely-used resources circumvented compatibility issues arising from 

student exposure/engagement with more specialized yet unfamiliar technologies.  

The influence of curriculum pacing on instructional time limited TPACK self-efficacy for 

adopting and reinforcing certain multimodal resources, considering the time commitment 

required to effectively integrate a new tool and support students’ engagement with the resource 

(Applebee & Langer, 2013; Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011). Reflecting on experiences fostering 

multimodality in high school inclusion classrooms, English Language Arts teachers at the study 

site expressed a consensus belief that they did not feel limited in their adoption practices by 

administrators or district mandates; rather, the amount of time required to effectively reinforce 

new tools, and the way it sometimes directed educators’ instructional focus away from other 

elements of the ELA curriculum, had a more pronounced impact on TPACK self-efficacy (Liou 

et al., 2016).  

Student-Centered Focus on Accessibility, Simplicity, and Consistency  

During semi-structured interviews, participants stressed the value of student-centered 

orientations for technology integration, citing an awareness of learners’ writing abilities, and 

technological skills, as contributing factors shaping TPACK self-efficacy. Within inclusion 

classrooms, recognition of students’ individual strengths and weaknesses, as writers, and an 

understanding of their previous experiences manipulating multimodal tools positively influenced 

English Language Arts teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy, as a greater knowledge of student needs 

helped them select and reinforce technologies that suited instructional/demographic contexts. 
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This finding supports current empirical research on technology integration practices, as they 

relate to students’ need for differentiated multimodality, especially among populations with 

identified writing difficulties (Gillespie & Graham, 2014; Troia et al., 2016; Voogt et al., 2016). 

ELA teachers at the study site indicated that successful outcomes, including active 

student engagement in complex, writing-to-learn tasks (Shoffner et al., 2010), depend on 

consistent reinforcement of appropriate writing scaffolds in inclusion classrooms; to support 

students’ growth and engagement, teachers relied on a deep knowledge of students’ affective and 

academic traits, taking these characteristics into consideration when choosing multimodal 

writing resources (Angel et al., 2016; Angel & Valanides, 2009). Considering differentiated 

writing instruction in their high school inclusion classrooms, participating ELA teachers 

indicated how an awareness of students’ diverse abilities, previous experiences with technology 

(either at home or in a school setting), digital self-efficacy beliefs (regarding their abilities to 

independently navigate multimodal writing tools), and preferences for digital vs. analog writing 

all influenced integration and reinforcement of multimodality.  

When teachers felt that they could better leverage their understanding of writers’ 

individual needs to design more student-centered frameworks for multimodal composition, their 

TPACK self-efficacy increased, as evinced by their willingness to more consciously integrate 

digital scaffolds during curriculum planning (Bandura, 1997; Li et al., 2018). Still, ELA teachers 

noted how digital differentiation was not necessarily appropriate for all students, mentioning the 

instructional needs of writers who consistently exhibit resistance/reluctance to longer writing 

tasks, or who typically struggle with the functionality of computer- or web-based applications.  

When planning writing instruction for diverse student populations, educators noted how it 

is not uncommon for some students in inclusion classes to struggle with multimodal technology, 
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even when they have access to individualized remediation and scaffolding (Bray et al., 2014; 

Dixon et al., 2014). To nurture engagement among inclusion populations, ELA teachers at the 

study site noted how student writers are sometimes better served through the use of more 

traditional, pencil-and-paper approaches. Even though writing technologies support cognitive 

off-loading in complex writing (Berninger & Swanson, 2012), educators at the study site 

expressed the belief that students’ reactions to technology directly shaped their willingness to 

integrate digital supports.  

This did not diminish ELA teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy; rather, participating educators 

cited the value of more traditional writing pedagogy as a way to engage writers who struggle 

with multimodality, striking a pedagogical balance to ensure that multimodal resources had 

positive academic and affective outcomes within the inclusion classroom (Butler et al., 2013; 

Harris, 2013). Considering the pedagogical need to “go old school” to support engagement, ELA 

teachers noted how curriculum flexibility prevented weak writers from feeling overwhelmed (or 

becoming bored) with multimodal differentiation, reflecting a student-centered perspective. 

Considering student-oriented multimodality shaping educators’ TPACK self-efficacy in 

inclusion classrooms, ELA educators must sometimes reconcile their idealism for novel 

technologies with classroom realities; not every tool is effective in supporting desired writing 

outcomes, and teachers at the study site had to be selective when choosing specific technologies 

(Angeli & Valanides, 2009; Dixon et al., 2014). Some participants noted how virtual 

technologies that proved effective in supporting writing engagement during quarantine were now 

no longer essential to student success, whereas some newer, “proven” technologies had 

complicated functionality that confused students and ultimately proved counterintuitive to the 

desired aims of differentiated writing instruction. To encourage reluctant student writers, 
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educators leveraged their in-depth knowledge of students’ individual strengths, weaknesses, and 

digital preferences.  

Building Communities to Support Collaboration and Multimodality 

As participants reflected on curriculum-planning protocols and classroom writing 

contexts that influenced their TPACK self-efficacy, they noted the value of collaboration in 

selecting and reinforcing multimodal supports, indicating that they were more willing to use 

specific tools when these resources were modeled and supported by colleagues on grade-level 

teams (Bandura, 1997; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Usher & Pajares, 2008). 

Considering the value of collaboration when developing multimodal pedagogy, and the influence 

of peer feedback on educators’ digital differentiation of complex writing, social persuasion and 

vicarious learning experiences, including modeling of new technologies by other English 

Language Arts teachers, enriched educators’ understanding of writing technologies, fostering 

their TPACK self-efficacy (Li et al., 2018; Liou et al., 2016).   

At the study site, collegial communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) supported the 

ongoing assessment and reevaluation of student writing outcomes, provided opportunities for 

ELA teachers to explore tool applications/functionality and receive feedback from experienced, 

tech-savvy peers, and offered an open, non-evaluative forum for designing multimodal writing 

tasks. Analyzing interview transcripts for connections between educators’ TPACK self-efficacy 

and pedagogical multimodality, participating teachers cited the value of collaborative 

orientations for curriculum planning, expressing a consensus appreciation for opportunities to 

engage peers in critical, collaborative discussions on technology applications in ELA inclusion 

classrooms (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010). Writing teachers at the study site expressed 

more self-efficacious sentiments for multimodality when they were able to engage with peers 
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during curriculum planning, and these experiences in common planning - generally, inspired 

educators to integrate more writing technologies into their instructional frameworks for advanced 

writing assignments.   

As previously noted, standardized frameworks for advanced writing and an adherence to 

pacing guides limited educators’ TPACK self-efficacy, influencing multimodal applications 

during differentiated writing instruction. These same factors influenced collaborative planning, 

as general and special education teachers frequently had to balance time constraints and planning 

expectations for writing lesson plans, contacting parents, and grading student work with 

explorations into new technology and multimodal collaboration with colleagues (Beach, 2012).  

Reflecting on collaboration with grade-level teams and the influence of bi-weekly 

planning meetings on TPACK self-efficacy, educators indicated that these experiences improved 

their understanding of multimodal differentiation. Still, it was sometimes challenging for them to 

dedicate sufficient planning time to mastering and contextualizing these resources (Hutchinson 

& Reinking, 2011; Voogt et al., 2016). Given sufficient planning time for collegial discourse, 

reflection, and experimentation with multimodal tools, the participating teachers expressed a 

shared belief that their collaborations and connections with grade-level ELA colleagues, and 

other writing teachers at the study site, influenced their multimodal writing pedagogy, providing 

opportunities to discuss, contextualize, and (re)evaluate the efficacy of digital differentiation 

strategies. Considering the influence of collaborative planning on multimodality in inclusion 

classrooms, ELA teachers at the study site relied on collective engagement to enhance their 

digital instruction, building TPACK self-efficacy and supporting the digital differentiation of 

advanced writing. 
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Implications for Future Research 

The findings from this interpretive analysis of multimodal writing in high school 

inclusion classes have several implications for future research. As noted, the purpose of the study 

was to develop a more comprehensive understanding of the ways that English Language Arts 

teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy beliefs, and their instructional contexts, either supported or 

limited writing engagement within diverse populations of high school students. Based on 

teachers’ shared reflections and interpretive analysis of their lived experiences, suggestions for 

future action research, conducted in high school settings, and empirical research, conducted 

through the academy, are included below.  

These recommendations provide a framework for future empirical studies exploring the 

influence of educators’ TPACK self-efficacy on writing achievement and classroom engagement 

for students with specialized writing needs, including individuals with identified specific 

learning disabilities. Findings from this study highlight opportunities for improving the 

multimodal writing practices of veteran and novice ELA teachers, but more research is necessary 

to determine how the perpetual evolution of multimodal technologies and shifting, 

demographically diverse instructional contexts continually (re)shape educators’ motivations for 

digital differentiation within their inclusion classrooms.  

As more high school students with specific learning disabilities enroll in ELA inclusion 

classes and writing proficiency, as measured on national, norm-referenced assessments of 

achievement, continues to decline (Applebee & Langer, 2013; Gillespie et al., 2014; NAEP, 

2017), more empirical research, conducted on a larger scale across schools, school-districts, and 

university settings is required, in order to determine what curriculum modifications, regarding 

the integration of multimodal writing tools, nurture ELA teachers’ motivations to scaffold 
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complex, higher-order composition tasks with multimodal technology.  Future studies on 

psychological and environmental factors shaping ELA teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy beliefs can 

provide new insights to improve differentiation, raising awareness of effective strategies that 

foster multimodality within a standardized writing curriculum.    

School-Based Action Research 

To understand the influence of English Language Arts educators’ TPACK self-efficacy 

on curriculum design and evaluate the influence of past mastery experiences, social persuasions, 

and vicarious learning on the adoption and reinforcement of multimodal writing tools, action 

research, in high school settings, can provide clarity on ways to best support multimodality in 

high school ELA inclusion classrooms. Considering empirical findings from this study, 

especially the influence of collaboration on technology integration practices and educators’ self-

efficacy beliefs, the researcher recommends that school- and district-level administrators 

establish multimodal communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), to better understand the 

role of technology-centered collaborative planning on digital differentiation practices for 

advanced writing. 

Supporting ELA educators’ collaboration and evolving awareness of digital resources, 

administrators can use the findings from this study to implement communities of practice within 

schools and districts, collecting data on teachers’ experiences within the communities and 

leveraging these findings to improve the technological aspects of curriculum planning for 

advanced writing. Considering participants’ reflections on collaborative planning sessions during 

the quarantine, discussions on the relatedness of multimodal writing technologies and 

instructional scaffolding were central aspects of curriculum planning, as one hundred percent of 

instruction was conducted through a virtual model during the COVID-19 shutdown.  
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Considering the reflections of general and special education teachers participating in this 

study, not having adequate time to explore writing technologies was a common concern, as 

curriculum pacing guides limited opportunities to support multimodality. To properly adopt and 

reinforce technologies that support student writing outcomes, educators needed more time to 

engage in critical evaluation of digital efficacy, and the lack of ongoing, digital discourse 

between ELA colleagues influenced the scope and complexity of chosen multimodal resources. 

Considering this finding, action research in school settings should focus on collaborative 

planning processes, and administrators and other stakeholders should foster more opportunities 

for multimodal discourse on writing-specific technologies. 

Another recommendation for action research in school contexts is the establishment of 

ongoing, technology-centric professional development workshops, where experts on 

multimodality present new resources to grade-level teams, supporting initial implementation of 

new writing technologies and nurturing ongoing support/remediation to ensure that educators 

feel confident and proficient as they plan for differentiated writing tasks in inclusion classrooms.  

Since the end of the quarantine, there have been no professional development sessions 

dedicated to multimodal technology integration at the study site; as such, writing teachers are 

typically integrating fewer resources to scaffold advanced writing. As an area of focus for 

school-based action research, stakeholders could establish professional development workshops 

to support multimodal writing outcomes, conducting research with high school student and 

teacher populations in classroom settings to determine what influence these experiences have on 

educators' TPACK self-efficacy and student writing proficiency and engagement.  

Additionally, data collected from these communities of practice can provide useful 

feedback on contributing factors shaping students’ multimodal writing, including: additional data 
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on the influence of educators’ past mastery experiences, social persuasion, and vicarious learning 

on multimodal integration; differences in the ways novice and veteran teachers conceptualize and 

implement multimodal supports to scaffold advanced writing assignments (and underlying 

causality); what classroom contexts have the greatest influence on English Language Arts 

teachers’ digital idealism and motivation for multimodality; and the ways in which class sizes, 

diverse student populations, and the amount of instructional time spent on advanced writing 

tasks/projects influence student writing outcomes and ELA teachers’ TPACK self-efficacy. 

Research in Academic Contexts 

In addition to action research in public high schools, future empirical studies conducted 

in university settings can provide insights into the influence of educators’ self-efficacy beliefs on 

pedagogical differentiation through the application of specialized writing technologies. One 

suggested area for future research is a renewed focus on the ways that teacher preparation 

programs, both undergraduate- and graduate–level, support the TPACK of novice English 

Language Arts teachers, exploring connections between undergraduate/ graduate coursework, 

practicum experiences, and multimodal writing practices. Currently, few studies have considered 

the ways that full-time ELA teachers experience and conceptualize novel applications for writing 

technologies, following the transition to full-time teaching (Janssen & Lazonder, 2016; 

Kimmons et al., 2015). 

There is a clear need to conduct more empirical research on ELA educators’ TPACK 

development in university contexts, especially for educators working (or planning to work) at the 

secondary level (Harris, 2016). Future studies should focus on the ways pre-service coursework, 

practicum experiences, and graduate-level studies for in-service ELA teachers highlight the latest 
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computer- and web-based technologies to support advanced writing outcomes and how ELA 

teachers apply their growing knowledge of multimodal differentiation in high school classrooms.  

Focusing on teacher preparation in university settings, more research is needed to 

determine whether or not preservice and/or in-service coursework is rigorous enough (regarding 

development of educator TPACK), what aspects of practicum or student-teaching experiences 

support or diminish the integration of writing technologies, how interactions with other 

undergraduate/graduate students influence TPACK self-efficacy, and what types of ongoing 

supports - from university faculty - have a lasting influence on their perceptions of advanced 

writing differentiation and their multimodal instructional design, following the transition to full-

time teaching in high school settings.  

Limitations 

Two limitations of this interpretive phenomenological study are sample size and the 

contextualized, site-specific nature of the interpretive findings. In this IPA, four high school ELA 

teachers at the study site agreed to participate in two rounds of semi-structured interviews, 

sharing lesson plans for multimodal, differentiated writing instruction in their respective 

inclusion classrooms. In this qualitative study, a smaller sample size and context-specific 

experiences/interpretations of participants limit the generalizability of the qualitative findings: 

teacher reflections demonstrated subjective, individualized interpretations, rather than a defining 

essence of the experience, as teachers considered contributing psychological and contextual 

factors shaping their multimodal writing pedagogy for diverse student populations.  

However, as a research methodology, interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) 

highlights the subjective, variable nature of human experience, creating opportunities to foster 

nuanced understandings of phenomena and what it means to experience them, firsthand, in real-
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world contexts. In this study of self-efficacy beliefs shaping ELA teachers’ use of multimodal 

technologies in inclusion classrooms, utilizing a small sample size at a single high school site 

was a deliberate decision, influencing research design by sharpening the empirical focus on a 

specific area of study. 

To conduct this qualitative research, IPA proved an appropriate methodological 

framework for structuring data collection and subsequent analysis of educators’ experiences with 

multimodal differentiation; to explore the influence of teachers’ past experiences utilizing 

multimodality on curriculum design, IPA raised awareness of the “divergence and convergence 

across cases, capturing the texture and richness of each particular individual examined…(while) 

assert(ing) the value of complementary micro analyses, analyses which may enrich the 

development of more macro accounts” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 200). As such, empirical findings 

from this study, while not immediately generalizable to other instructional/research contexts, 

could inform future phenomenological research on connections between ELA teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs, writing pedagogy, and technology integration practices.  

Conclusion 

As multimodal instructional technologies continue to evolve, it is imperative that English 

Language Arts educators feel confident in their abilities to support differentiated writing in ELA 

classrooms, fostering student achievement and positive motivations/attitudes for advanced 

composition tasks. This issue is more salient within high school inclusion classrooms, as national 

data on writing achievement shows how students with identified special needs continue to 

struggle with the performance expectations outlined within a standardized writing curriculum 

(Applebee & Langer, 2009, 2011; Ajayi, 2016; Graham et al., 2017). Considering the writing 

challenges many of these students face, it is not surprising that reluctant writers hold negative 
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attitudes toward writing, as an academic discipline, exhibiting limited motivations to engage in 

complex composition (Graham et al., 2013; Morphy & Gtaham, 2012; Harris et al., 2017; 

Rouhani et al., 2016). 

As a proven strategy to remediate deficiencies in writing, support cognitive off-loading, 

and nurture student engagement in high school English Language Arts inclusion classrooms, 

multimodal technologies have shown promise in affecting positive writing outcomes for student 

writers with identified writing difficulties (Morphy & Graham, 2012; Mouza, 2008; Rao et al., 

2009); effectively applied with differentiated instructional frameworks, these interventions build 

student confidence and encourage writing motivation. However, to effectively integrate and 

reinforce digital scaffolding at each phase of the writing process, educators must also feel 

confident in their abilities to affect desired outcomes, through the contextualized applications of 

unique pedagogical skills, content knowledge, and abilities to support multimodal differentiation, 

all within a standardized curriculum framework for advanced writing.  

Analyzing lesson plans and interviewing English Language Arts teachers with firsthand 

experience differentiating advanced writing for struggling writers in high school inclusion 

classes, the researcher recorded educators’ reflections on their curriculum planning and 

integration of multimodal scaffolding, highlighting the influence of TPACK self-efficacy on 

technology adoption practices and educators’ attitudes. Using an interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) methodology, the researcher analyzed educators’ beliefs on digital writing 

pedagogy, noting how specific contextual and psychological factors, including educators’ digital 

agency and creativity within curriculum planning, balancing opportunities to explore multimodal 

resources with the expectations/guidelines of standardized writing curricula and instructional 

pacing, the adoption and reinforcement of writing technologies that account for students’ diverse 
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writing needs, and collaborative orientations for multimodal differentiation, where educators 

share expertise, feedback, and model technology applications, had positive correlations with 

educators’ willingness to pursue multimodal differentiation and their subsequent integration of 

technology to scaffold different phases of advanced, standards-based writing. 

Considering the influence of educators’ self-efficacy beliefs on multimodal pedagogy, 

Bandura (1997) noted how  

The availability of electronic media to deliver…more traditional instruction shifts the 

emphasis in teachers’ pedagogical efficacy from rote instruction to training and how to 

think creatively, evaluate the deluge of information with which people are being 

overdosed, and use available knowledge productively. (p. 241)  

In this empirical study, the researcher explored educators’ capacity to meet these TPACK-

aligned expectations for multimodal writing outcomes, interpreting the ways teachers’ self-

efficacious beliefs for technology shaped students’ differentiated writing experiences.  

Moving forward, there is a clear need to continually reassess the influence of educators’ 

evolving TPACK self-efficacy on multimodal writing outcomes and student engagement, across 

instructional contexts, highlighting areas of strength and areas for continued growth; the findings 

from this interpretive phenomenological analysis promote greater awareness of educators’ 

multimodal teaching practices in high school inclusion classes, identifying the ways instructional 

planning and pedagogical differentiation are shaped by educators’ unique self-efficacy beliefs. 
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Recruitment Letter 
 

Hello! As a collaborative language arts teacher at Clarke Central High School, I am 
intrigued by the ways in which teachers apply technology to provide student-centered writing 
experiences in inclusion classrooms. For literacy instructors teaching in high school inclusion 
classrooms, addressing the cognitive/affective writing needs of diverse populations requires the 
contextualized application of digital resources to scaffold greater student engagement and 
writing development. To gain a better understanding of the ways in which personal beliefs, past 
experiences, student demographics, and instructional contexts impact writing instruction in 
collaboratively taught language-arts classes, I am asking for your participation in this interpretive 
study. 

 
In this study, I will conduct multiple rounds of semi-structured interviews with general 

education and special education teachers working at Clarke Central High School in Athens, GA. 
I anticipate that the findings from the study will highlight strengths and areas for further 
development in Language Arts teachers’ digital teaching practices. This information has value in 
the context of professional development opportunities for secondary Language Arts educators 
supporting diverse writers in inclusion classrooms. 

 
Your participation in this study will help shed light on teachers’ motivations for using 

digital writing tools, what you perceive as the strengths of current technologies that scaffold 
different stages of the writing process, what difficulties you deal with when navigating new 
digital resources, how you collaborate to support each other following the adoption of a new 
technology, input teachers might have in the implementation process, digital tools as a way to 
strengthen remediation, and ways to build digital proficiency in special needs populations. 

 
If you are willing to participate in this interpretive study, I will conduct an initial and 

follow-up interview with you, each lasting approximately one hour (other interviews may be 
completed, as necessary, based on the interpretive analysis of your past/current experiences with 
writing technologies). If you agree to provide feedback for this study, you will be asked to sign 
an informed consent form, which will ensure the results from the study remain anonymous and 
confidential. All participants will be compensated for your time. Please contact me through 
school email or by phone to accept my offer.   

 
 

       Sincerely, 
 

                                                                                    Andrew Rhicard 
 
       PhD candidate, Curriculum & Instruction 
        Mercer University 
                                                                                    (xxx)-xxx-xxxx 
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APPENDIX C 

Pre-interview Questionnaire (Google Form) 
 
Hello! When you have a moment, please answer the prompts on this questionnaire. Your 
responses will help me customize interview questions for our upcoming face-to-face meetings.  

 
I realize that your time is precious, but I would really appreciate it if you could complete this 
form and submit your responses to me by _____. If any of the prompts are unclear, please let me 
know, and I will provide clarification. Thank you again for your support! 

 
• How many years have you taught (overall)? 

 
• How many years have you taught at ______________ (study site)? 

 
• What grade level(s) do you currently teach? If you are a gen. ed, teacher, how many 

collaborative ELA classes do you teach? 
 

• What ELA classes have you taught while working at _____________ ? (ex: “Advanced 
9th Lit”, “Collab American Lit”, etc.) 
 

• Are you certified as a general education teacher, as a special education teacher, or do you 
have dual certification?  
 

• What professional teaching certifications do you currently hold (the fields from your PSC 
certificate - ex: “ELA 9-12”)? 
 

• Please provide some anecdotal information on either your pre- or in-service 
teacher  preparation, specifically experiences that influenced your writing pedagogy. 
(Some things you might include could be: undergraduate and/or graduate-level 
coursework that shaped your views of composition and/or any experiences/epiphanies 
that challenged your previously-held beliefs or had a transformational impact on the way 
you design/deliver writing instruction) 
 

• Based on your experiences in collaborative classrooms, what is one of  the greatest issues 
impacting writing pedagogy at ____________ ?  
 

• How do you ensure that your writing pedagogy remains “student-oriented"? 
 

• Please provide an example of an “in-service” professional development session that 
influenced the way you design writing lessons for your students (If nothing writing-
specific comes to mind, please share another PL session that impacted your ELA 
pedagogy in some meaningful way) 
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• When presenting students with more complex, multilayered writing tasks (such as essays 
or project-based writing tasks), how do you typically scaffold different phases of the 
writing process?  
 

• How would you rate your comfort level with using technology to differentiate writing 
instruction in collaborative classes? Are there any experiences (either positive or 
negative) that you would like to share? 
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APPENDIX D 

Sample Lesson-Plan Analysis – “Bill” 
 

Lesson Plan Analysis Document – CCHS Multimodal Writing Instruction 
Participant: Bill 
Class: Lit 11 Collab 
Instructional Period: Instructional 

Unit: 
Evidence of 
Multimodal Writing 
Supports: 

Notes/Interpretations: 

8/16 - 8/27 Argumentative 
writing  

Use Jamboard for 
openers and as a 
graphic organizer to 
scaffold prewriting 
 
Google Slides to 
provide 
remediation/reminders 
of writing expectations 
 
Google forms to 
collect feedback on 
student writing 
(formative data) 

Using Google Slides for 
interactive review (self-
paced); teacher-created 
reference tool to support 
independent writing 
 
Many embedded supports 
that students can 
access/reference as they 
are completing their 
writing  
 
Evidence of peer review 
activities to help students 
obtain “actionable” 
feedback on their writing 
– in what ways can 
technology facilitate this 
process?  
 
Evidence of the MEAL 
plan graphic organizer – 
how did students engage 
with this? 

 

Reflection: 
The plans for American Lit (grade 11) contain several instances of multimodal writing 
supports. What was most interesting is the fact that the supports are used to scaffold distinct 
phases of the writing process. For example, the jam board provides students with an 
opportunity to pre-write and create a brainstorm or graphic organizer prior to writing a draft. 
This was clearly stated in the plans, indicating the task-specific differentiation of pre-writing 
through the use of a multimodal graphic organizer (Jamboard). In addition to the Jamboard, the 
plans included a link to a series of Google slides with reminders to assist students in the 
revision and editing of their argumentative essays. While the plans included references to 
multimodal tools, it was difficult to determine how much input and collaboration took place 
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between teachers, including information on the person(s) responsible for creating and 
differentiating writing instruction through the application of specialized technology. Although 
there was clear evidence of multimodal writing tools in the American Literature lesson plans, I 
am curious to know how frequently students use the technology provided when engaging in 
more complex writing tasks, such as the argumentative essay. I want to ask the participant 
specific questions about how often the students use the technology, how they respond to it, how 
he modifies it, and how previous successes or failures with multimodal writing supports 
influence future modification to the writing curricula and the integration of instructional 
supports to address a wide range of student writing abilities. 
 

Possible Lines of Inquiry for Semi-Structured Interviews: 
 
Can you describe the experience of structuring and implementing the lesson on rhetoric? 
 
Graphic organizers – how frequent? For all writing assignments? How would you scaffold a 
“quick write”? How do students view them? Who makes them (and who has input that 
influences form/structure)? 
 
Google slideshow – How did this go with your students? Based on their engagement with the 
writing reference tool you created, what would you change or leave the same about the 
resource? 
 
Using Google Form to collect feedback on student engagement/achievement – what impact did 
this have on students’ engagement?  
 
Whole-group, class discussion on writing – what were the outcomes of the conversation? What 
were some of the common mistakes students made? How do plan on addressing these in the 
future, specifically with technologies that support different phases of the writing process? 
 
Describe the tools and resources you might employ to help students revise their work. 
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APPENDIX E 

Sample Lesson-Plan Analysis – “Julie” 
 

Lesson Plan Analysis Document – CCHS Multimodal Writing Instruction 
Participant: Julie 
Class: Lit 9 
Instructional 
Period: 

Instructional 
Unit: 

Evidence of 
Multimodal 
Writing Supports: 

Notes/Interpretations: 

8/16-8/27/21 Narrative 
writing (tied 
to anchor 
text, “Binti”) 

Google Read/Write 
(scaffolding pre-
writing, text 
comprehension) 
 
Jamboard (quick 
write to reinforce 
narrative structure, 
prior to independent 
writing) 
 
Customized graphic 
organizer (need 
access) 

Focus on the pre-writing 
aspects of writing, primarily  
 
What about multimodal 
tools/resources that could 
scaffold other phases of the 
writing process?  
 
What is the expectation for the 
finished product – Google 
Doc? Something more 
multimodal, such as a Google 
Slide with embedded 
images/audio/etc.?  
 
When differentiating narrative 
writing assignments with 
multimodal resources, how do 
expectations for the finished 
product influence curriculum 
planning/decision-making? 

 
Reflection: After reviewing the first two weeks of submitted lesson plans from the narrative writing 
unit in Lit 9, I was able to notice several instances of multimodal writing supports to scaffold pre-
writing and organization. Most of the digital differentiation was embedded in the existing plans, 
including the use of Google Read/Write as a “universal“ tool for differentiating writing instruction for 
weaker writers (providing text-to-speech and read-aloud functions). In addition to GRW, Jamboard was 
also integrated frequently, both as a sand-alone “quick write” task to monitor students understanding of 
class texts and as a pre-writing activity. There was also evidence of a customizable graphic organizer 
(presumably teacher-created) specific to the narrative writing task. Overall, there was sufficient 
evidence within the plans that the team members, who co-created the weekly lesson plans together, were 
aware of writing/technology expectations and multimodal differentiation to encourage differentiated 
writing engagement. 
 
Possible Lines of Inquiry for Semi-Structured Interviews: 
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Does genre of writing (narrative, informational, etc.) influence your use of multimodal writing 
supports? In what way?  
 
Do you feel that you are able to adequately scaffold narrative writing with technologies in your 
current teaching assignment? Why or why not? Is there anything you would modify? 
 
Are the decisions about multimodal resources made collaboratively or is this something that 
you determine? Do you ever integrate technologies not currently documented in the grade level 
plans? Can you give an example? 
 
Do you feel like your current level of comfort/expertise with particular multimodal writing 
tools adequately addresses the writing needs of the students you serve? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX F 

Interview Schedule – First Round 
 

• Tell me about the students that you teach in collaborative language arts classes at 
Clarke Central.  

o What age/grade-levels do you work with?  
o How many students do you teach in your collab classes (total in each class, 

including SPED and Gen. Ed.)?  
o What is the typical student:teacher ratio?  
o What percentage of these students have disabilities impacting literacy skills?  
o How would you describe their writing?  

 
• Tell me about your experiences teaching writing to ____ graders in your inclusion 

classrooms.  
o Typical, atypical experiences?  
o Easy/difficult? Good/Challenging?  
o What are some of your strengths as a writing teacher when working with mixed-

ability populations?  
o What do you see as areas for growth? Can you provide an example?  

 
• What would you identify as a digital support for classroom use?  

o Why? [a question like this establishes whether they are talking about the same 
thing you are asking about in regard to “digital supports”] 

 
• In what ways do you currently implement digital supports to scaffold student 

writing in inclusion classrooms? 
 
Possible prompts:  

o What are some resources you have used in the past or currently use?  
o What makes certain resources more effective than others in your collaborative 

class(es)?  
o How do you use these resources to address diverse needs in the classroom? Could 

you give me an Example? 
 

• Tell me about the selection process you use when integrating specific digital 
supports for student writing. 
 
Possible prompts:  

o What kinds of things do you consider when you make your selection?  
o Do student factors, instructional contexts, availability of resources, and/or 

ongoing digital supports impact your decision-making? In what way?  
o How do you reinforce digital applications of specific writing supports, over time? 

Could you give me an Example? 
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• Can you walk me through the steps you take in preparing for a formative and 
summative writing task in your inclusion classroom, including the ways you might 
integrate digital supports?  
 
Possible prompts:  

o How do you approach differentiation?  
o When you make decisions, do you typically use your own ideas or do you defer to 

your collaborative teacher (or does every voice carry equal weight)? Why or why 
not?  

o How does this collaboration typically impact your teaching practices? Could you 
give me an Example? 

 
• Tell me how you use digital writing supports to scaffold different phases of the 

writing publishing (brainstorming, drafting, etc.) 
 
Possible prompts:  

o Which tools have had the greatest impact on writing preparation and 
completion?  Why? Could you give me an Example? 

 
• Do you have any personal goals for improving your digital writing instruction? If 

so, what are they? 
 
Possible prompts:  

o What steps will you need to take to achieve these goals?  
o What do you see as some of the more pressing challenges impacting the ways you 

teach writing, specific to your classroom context?  
o How could your goals address these issues?  
o What might keep you from improving your digital writing instruction? Why? 

Could you give me an Example? 
 

• Describe your writing pedagogy: Tell me about past (or current) experiences that 
have made the greatest impact on your writing pedagogy, regarding the use of 
digital writing tools and platforms to support struggling writers. 
 
Possible prompts:  

o What resources do you regularly implement? Why?  
o What motivates you to continue using specific digital tools to support student 

writing? Could you give me an Example? 
 
 

• Tell me about any student-centered writing practices that you use consistently, 
periodically, never? 
 
Possible prompts:  

o How do you address individual writing needs through technology integration? 
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o In what ways do the tools you select help facilitate this process?  
o If you don’t customize digital interventions for students, why is this the case? 

Could you give me an Example? 
 

• Describe the experience of adopting a new tool to support student writing outcomes 
during virtual instruction. 
 
Possible prompts:  

o What aspects of your traditional approach to writing instruction remain constant?  
o What elements change? Why?  

 
• What role does peer feedback or modeling play in your adoption of new writing 

supports 
 
Possible prompts:  

o Can you think of a time when professional development or a supportive colleague 
helped transform the way you used writing technology in your classroom?  

o What aspects of this experience made it effective, ineffective?  
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APPENDIX G 

Follow-up Questions for 2nd Round of Interviews with Participating ELA Teachers 
 
“Julie” Follow-Up Questions - 2nd Interview 

 
Individual attention - how important is this to the teaching of writing? Is efficacy impacted when 
there are more support personnel in the classroom?  More or less technology? In your previous 
interview, you noted that “balancing technology” was an important consideration - Can you give 
an example of what this might look like in your inclusion classrooms? 

 
What motivational impacts - if any - do you see when students are engaged with writing 
technology (vs. traditional pencil-paper writing approaches)? Can you provide an example of 
this?  

 
Have there been any negative experiences with technology that have limited multimodal writing 
applications in your collaborative classes? Can you give an example of a tool or resource - aimed 
at facilitating greater writing proficiency/engagement - that had the opposite impact? 

 
Have you ever felt pressured to adopt or integrate technologies that you feel were not appropriate 
for your students, given your knowledge of their writing abilities and motivations? How did you 
modify the resource(s) to create more student-centered, accessible applications? 

 
You mentioned “chunking” as an effective modification for longer writing tasks - in what ways 
has technology either facilitated or hindered your ability to break a larger assignment into more 
manageable components? Can you give an example of this?  

 
Of the graphic organizers you use to scaffold longer written assignments, what percentage of 
these are teacher-created and what percentage are more “off the shelf” resources (such as pre-
made organizers you might find on a teacher website)? What kinds of things do you consider 
when customizing a graphic organizer to suit the needs of your inclusion students? 

 
As a collaborative teacher working in different co-taught classrooms, how do you manage 
responsibilities for writing instruction, regarding the creation of resources or integration of 
different multimodal supports? Do you feel like your input influences instructional design? In 
what ways? Can you provide a specific example? 

 
What role do vicarious experiences play in your adoption of new resources? Can you think of an 
experience where someone modeled a tool that you adopted? What stands out from that 
experience? 

 
As someone who self-identifies as a proponent of multimodal tools to support student writing in 
inclusion classes? How do you make an effort to continually reinforce a new tool after it has 
been modeled for you? 
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Considering the need for familiarity and flexibility when integrating a multimodal writing 
support, how do you balance these two considerations when working with a mixed-ability 
inclusion class? Can you provide an example of a multimodal tool you use that may be 
simultaneously structured (familiar) yet flexible? 

 
Based on your awareness of multimodal writing tools and current differentiation practices, what 
type of technology-centric PL - specific to writing supports - would provide you with the greatest 
benefits? 
   
 

“Bill” Follow-Up Questions - 2nd Interview 

You spoke about speech-to-text software in your inclusion classes and how effective it had been 
for a few of your students - what sort of contextual modifications (including changes to the 
instructional environment) would have the greatest impact on supporting the use of this 
resource? Other than speech-to-text, what other resources or multisensory tools have you used to 
help students draft essays and longer pieces of writing? 

 
You mentioned how students are familiar with certain tools (including the Google Suite apps) - 
do you ever have experiences where a student might not be familiar with a multimodal tool that 
you consider to be ubiquitous (common knowledge)? How do you approach this? What sorts of 
scaffolding do you typically provide in this context? 
 
Regarding 1:1 supports for students - specifically teaching them to use or apply multimodal 
resources in your inclusion classes - how do you determine how much time to dedicate? At what 
point do you decide to move on or pursue an alternative intervention to support the student? 

 
Tell me a little bit more about your use of GoGuardian technology - I’m curious to know how 
this tool for monitoring students’ online activity (which is not specifically a tool to support 
writing) can be used to engage students during a longer composition task. 

 
Do you typically embed technology in a written task (sharing links or resources for students to 
access as they complete their writing task, independently) Why or why not? (Does embedding 
tech foster agency in reluctant writers, or are more supports typically necessary? Would it 
depend on students’ writing skills?) 

 
A range of perspectives/experiences influencing curriculum planning and decision-making – do 
the different ideas ever lead to tension? Or are these more akin to “teachable” moments when 
engaged in collaborative planning? What resources or ideas about technology typically get 
shared at these meetings?  

 
Would you say that your willingness or unwillingness to use specific tool is directly tied to your 
students’ “Acceptance” of the tool, your own preference for the tool, or a combination of the 
two? Explain 
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Quote: “Let's talk about, hey, to have great writing you've got to break the mold. But to break the 
mold, you've got to create the mold.” Can you explain this quote? 

 
Quote: “I do not explore things independently, like just randomly hanging out on Saturday, go 
start looking for stuff. It has to be introduced to me” Can you explain this quote? 

 
What characteristics or traits in new technology determine whether or not they will “stick” (inc 
HS inclusion settings, writing)? Appropriateness to instructional context? Scaffolding? 
   
 

“Gloria”, Follow-up questions - 2nd Interview 

As a general education teacher who works with advanced and on-level groups, you identified 
some of the difficulties that teaching groups of disparate abilities can lead to (pacing). Are there 
any indirect benefits that you have noted when serving these disparate populations? What trends 
- if any - have you noticed in both groups, regarding the acceptance and applications of 
multimodal writing supports? 

 
Consider the student-centered functionality of certain multimodal tools and the need to embed 
remediation within the available resources. How does this factor into student agency? Does it 
make a difference when students can move through it at their own pace vs. an instructor-led 
session with a more defined schedule for writing? 

 
Sometimes the context (especially when pre-writing?) calls for a more traditional approach. 
What makes the pencil-and-paper approach preferable to something multimodal for pre-writing 
activities? What other contextual factors would precipitate this approach?  

 
How could this improve your writing pedagogy? What would it mean for students? Why haven’t 
you done this already? What contextual factors might  limit the use of digital portfolios? 

 
Quote: “Our kids, particularly our collab kids, are so conditioned to want to put in the right 
answer and be done” Student characteristics – only want to do the bare minimum. Interesting 
how the term “conditioned” is used here – what does this say, overall, about the way that writing 
is taught in inclusion classes? 

How do you anticipate troubleshooting when exploring a new technology? What 
aspects/functions of the technology can provide hindrances, in your experience, with multimodal 
writing tools? 
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“Tina” Follow-up Questions - 2nd interview 

Quote: “being able to translate an idea onto a document or into a written form, and sometimes 
just expressing that idea”  Development of ideas as a hurdle impacting engagement in class-based 
writing tasks? 

 
Quote: “make the topics accessible and relevant” (general underlying drive behind instructional 
design considerations) - How is this accomplished? What role does technology play in “access” 
and “relevance”, related to advanced writing tasks? 

 
Quote: “We're a writing heavy class, more than reading. We write general craft types of writing. 
We work in different genres based on texts. So we're using texts as models for the type of writing 
we want to do as authors, so we see ourselves as authors, but then we also write about reading” 

Students learning to “see” themselves as writers – connection with confidence? 
 

Reflecting on use of speech-to-text (and limited use in current inclusion classes) → Does 
classroom context limit the use of certain tools? In what way? Can you give an example of 
intervention/multimodal tool that was not successful? Why do you think this was the case? 
Student behaviors/needs, available materials, teachers’ willingness to integrate differentiated, 
multimodal tools 

 
Quote: “I think probably it worked at home. When people were Zooming, they didn't have a peer 
looking over their shoulder saying, "Oh, you need a speech to text." And it shouldn't be seen as a 
negative, as a way to show a deficit, but I guess kids are conscientious.” Some tools are used 
more effectively in private – interesting point. Students could become self-conscious about their 
usage of specific tools, limiting their willingness to apply these tools. How can teachers address 
this issue?  

Quote: “We just want to have a couple of anchoring pieces that function. And it's not just about 
whistles and bells, but that actually work” what makes a good “anchoring” technology or tool? 
Can you provide an example? 

Using multimodal technology for publishing (integrating audio/visual components as an option) 
– does this take the place of a traditional essay? Do students still need to submit a final draft in 
written form?) - generating text, as well? 

Quote: “seeing it as a true professional endeavor, seeing ourselves as writers, and practicing that 
either through red clay kind of stuff, but just seeing the possibility for words to be transformative 

“- What specific techniques or strategies learned in these sessions have relevance for what you are 
currently doing in your Lit 12 mixed-ability classrooms? Can you provide an example of a 
session you found particularly enlightening - as far as the way it influenced your writing 
pedagogy? 

Reaching out to the district technology specialist to provide support/modeling when integrating a 
new multimodal writing technology - How often does this happen? What kind of impact does it 
have on writing pedagogy? Do you need to use these tools with consistency when working with 
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students? Based on assignment expectations and student needs, how do the tools support mixed-
ability writing outcomes?  

Quote on overuse of specific technologies - “Then it loses some of its life. And if everybody's 
doing it, then it also loses some of its life. It's like, "Let me be free in my technology 
exploration." And I don't know, I just think ideas, if we're going to do it, I think it could be just 
sort of grassroots. "What are you guys using?" How could we encourage this type of 
participation and engagement (within teacher populations)? What structural changes would need 
to take place to encourage participation, as far as planning/PL/etc.? 
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APPENDIX H 

Sample Entries from Researcher Journal, Pre- and Post-Coding 

October 1, 2021 
 

Pre-coding reflection – Interview One 
 

I conducted my first interpretive interview with one of the special education teachers working at 
the study site. When I asked about the use of writing specific multimodal technologies in the 
ELA classroom, the participant noted that personnel availability was a key consideration when 
adopting new resources. 

 
The participant indicated that new or unfamiliar technologies (to support independent writing 
and scaffold the distinct phases of the writing process) frequently require 1:1 supports, 
something that was not entirely feasible in inclusion classrooms, given the number of students 
and wide range of abilities. 

 
Regarding student writing, the participant noted that, among special education students and those 
with noted weaknesses from the general education populations, stream of consciousness writing 
was quite common. The individual indicated that independent writing was typically a struggle for 
students in the inclusion classrooms and that it was important to provide emotional supports 
throughout the writing process, so that students can eventually strengthen their self-identification 
as writers. To support these individuals in their writing engagement, the participant noted that 
chunking longer writing tasks, in order to make them more “palatable“ made a significant 
difference in engagement and agency in student writers. As the collaborative teacher in the 
classroom, the interviewee noted that modifications to multimodal lessons (and/or explicit 
instruction in how to use the resources) was typically their responsibility, and the special 
education teacher noted the need to embed flexibility, both pedagogical and multimodal, in the 
writing frameworks when providing a differentiated writing task to students. 

 
Regarding the impact of COVID-19 on their writing pedagogy, the participant noted how the 
adoption and familiarization with new multimodal tools was more of a necessity then a 
supplemental consideration when designing writing tasks for high school students in inclusion 
classrooms. The educator indicated how new expectations for students and teacher competencies, 
including advanced technical knowledge, precipitated their exploration and adoption (agency) of 
new resources to teach writing in the inclusion classrooms. I found this comment fairly relatable, 
considering my own experiences in teaching classes through a virtual format. Without traditional 
materials to support writing, the entirety of the instruction was delivered virtually, and providing 
“in the moment” writing supports was challenging, as the distance learning model, using Zoom 
and other A/V instructional tools, necessitated the development of new skills and proficiencies 
that could improve student access to the curriculum and provide weaker writers with the supports 
that they needed. 
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Considering the impact of the quarantine on digital agency, the interviewee noted that adapting a 
tool and/or researching different multimodal tools to support students independent writing was 
somewhat liberating and provided a greater sense of agency and commitment to the creation of 
new assignments and advanced writing tasks, specifically designed to incorporate multi-sensory 
tools to scaffold complex composition. 

 
Regarding tools commonly used to scaffold multimodal rating, the interviewee noted that 
“Google Suite” apps were fairly common, and clear benefits (as multimodal supports) as they 
seem to be familiar to both students and teachers, alike. In addition to the Google apps, the 
interviewee noted that they had periodically used other multimodal supports that provided ways 
to differentiate communication, feedback, and presentation, Including Padlet and Flipgrid. 
Regarding the use of Google tools, including embedded multimodal supports within the Google 
dock platform, the interviewee noted that the district has relied on these resources for a long 
time, promoting great familiarity among student populations that foster more engagement. 

 
Throughout the interview, the participant repeatedly self-identified as someone who actively 
pursues new technology outside of the school setting, sometimes watching YouTube videos or 
doing web searches to find new resources that they could integrate into differentiated writing 
instruction. I found this encouraging, as it proves that their agency was not limited to experiences 
within the school building but extended beyond the classroom. I am curious to know more about 
this digital agency, as it seems to have a profound impact on the educator’s self-actualization as a 
digital writing teacher. 

 
Rather than selecting universal tools to support writing engagement in the target populations of 
special education and lower-performing writers in high school inclusion classes, the interviewee 
noted how the appropriateness of each tool was significant when determining how suitable a 
multimodal resource would be for a specific writing task. The interviewee indicated that student 
buy-in was crucial to the success of any multimodal writing technology, and that they tried to 
consider their interactions with and potential speed bumps when encountering new technology to 
support their writing. Once a tool had been introduced and applied in the context of advanced 
writing, the special education teacher indicated that it was important to provide consistency, so 
that students remain familiar with the tool and it was used with fidelity and confidence over a 
period of time. 

 
Despite their professed love for technology, the interviewee indicated that it was important to 
strike a digital balance with multimodal writing tools, in order to avoid the introduction of too 
much technology which could overwhelm students and impact their engagement with resources 
in the context of advance writing tasks and inclusion classrooms. Reflecting on appropriate 
methods for introducing new tools, the interviewee stressed that digital integration/adoption 
should be an organic, natural process, and never forced or coercive. Ultimately, the students need 
to respond positively to the multimodal resource if it is going to be useful in supporting their 
independent writing engagement. The interviewee noted that their own self-efficacy, as a teacher 
and manipulator of multimodal writing resources in inclusion classrooms, is directly tied to their 
students’ engagement with the tools, and it is important to elicit continuous feedback from 
students in order to gauge the effectiveness of multimodal writing tools. 
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When reflecting on past professional learning experiences and or undergraduate/graduate 
coursework that had significant meaning, the interviewee noted that currently, there does not 
seem to be a push for district sponsored PL targeting writing, especially professional learning 
based on digital writing technologies (discounting the PL that was conducted during the year of 
COVID-19 virtual instruction). Rather than PL, the interviewee suggested that it would be more 
effective to observe other teachers in actual inclusion classroom contexts who are implementing 
a range of multimodal running supports that scaffold advanced writing for students with 
identified writing weaknesses. 
 
 

October 14, 2021 
 

Post-coding Reflection – Interview One 
 

As I reviewed coded data from the first interview with my initial participant - a special education 
teacher at the study site - I noticed several trends related to writing approaches for students with 
identified special needs. The interviewee mentioned the importance of students' writing process, 
emphasizing the development of effective writing skills/attributes as a continuum of different 
steps that build upon one another, helping the student create a step-by-step progression towards a 
finished writing product. 

 
Additionally, the participant noted how certain aspects of writing do not receive enough attention 
within the current curriculum (9-12), especially attributes that encourage students' confidence 
with writing, further supporting their engagement. This individual noted how students with 
special needs typically struggle to begin writing assignments, expressing beliefs and attitudes, 
from the outset, that show they are intimidated or overwhelmed by longer, complex writing 
tasks. (Some students will actually refuse to write more than a few paragraphs for any 
assignment, regardless of expectations for completeness and quality).  

 
The interviewee specifically mentioned writing stamina and how the students they serve in 
collaborative, inclusion classrooms lack the willingness to engage in longer tasks. It was 
interesting to consider the social and emotional side of writing instruction in inclusion classes, as 
I also feel that differentiation of process should be extended to differentiation of engagement, 
incorporating resources and supplemental tools that support students views of themselves as 
capable writers, able to engage in advanced composition tasks with appropriate supports and 
supplemental resources in place (to scaffold their needs). The interviewee noted how it was a 
challenge to help students write effectively when they had limited self-esteem, connected to their 
views on their own abilities/skills as writers. Throughout our interview, the participating teacher 
reiterated how specific tools, especially those that were engaging and user-friendly for students 
with identified writing weaknesses, could help mitigate the impact of low self-esteem and 
unwillingness to engage in a longer, more complex writing task. As our interview progressed, I 
interpreted the participants' views on writing development and inclusion classes as informed by 
an instructional focus on equal parts technical proficiency and students’ behavioral-emotional 
willingness/compliance to engage in longer, more complex tasks. 
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Considering ways to differentiate writing within the standards-based curriculum, the participant 
noted that adopting a student-centered approach, specifically by focusing on individual writing 
weaknesses, was the most effective way to remediate weaknesses. Given contextual pressures 
when teaching writing at the study site, including the sometimes confounding influence of large 
class sizes and a range of writing abilities in inclusion groups, the special education teacher 
noted that providing the level of intervention/remediation to support the needs of struggling 
writers was not always feasible, but the educator identified common modifications and 
multimodal resources that could help augment students’ engagement in advanced composition 
tasks. Not surprisingly, the educator noted that when students were working in a small-group or a 
one-to-one setting with the teacher, they were more engaged and the quality of their writing 
improved greatly. However, in a whole-group setting, it was important to find a variety of tools 
that could appeal to and address a wide range of writing strengths and weaknesses. Adopting a 
flexible orientation towards multimodal tool integration was also recognized as a key 
consideration when differentiating instruction, embedding multiple tools targeting specific sages 
of the writing process, which students know well or feel comfortable using, independently, could 
help support engagement, more positive attitudes towards advanced writing, and the quality of 
finished writing products. 

 
Regarding multimodal tool use and self-efficacy beliefs, the educator provided detailed 
reflections on vicarious experiences, positive/negative mastery experiences, and the role of 
collaborative support when experimenting with new resources to support students' independent 
writing in inclusion classes. Throughout the interview, the educators’ self-efficacy for 
technology integration was apparent as their responses to the interview questions and shared 
anecdotes about their own teaching experiences in collaborative Language Arts classrooms 
reflected self-efficacious beliefs on the individual’s willingness to adopt and reinforce new tools 
to scaffold different phases of the writing process. Understandably, past struggles with 
technology, tied to students’ receptiveness of the new tools and/or unwillingness to use different 
resources to scaffold their writing, impacted the teachers' self-efficacy, leading to curriculum 
decisions that minimized the applications of specific writing technologies. 

 
In addition to the students’ interactions with the tools and the educator’s perceived 
successes/failures when integrating new multi modal supports in high school inclusion 
classrooms, the educator noted how working in multiple settings, as an itinerant, collaborative 
teacher, could either support or diminish their self-efficacy for technology integration, based on 
different classroom contacts, relationships with general education teachers, and students prior 
knowledge of multi modal writing tools. As a special education teacher serving students in 
inclusion classes, I can relate to the participants’ reflections, as my own usage of multimodal 
writing tools depends largely on the task, the student population/demographics, and both the 
general education and collaborative teachers’ shared willingness to introduce and reinforce 
multimodal writing supports within the mixed-ability classes.  

  
Regarding the integration of multimodal writing supports, the special education teacher noted 
how the adoption and continual use of a new technology to scaffold different phases of the 
writing process should feel natural and organic, not forced. The educator expressed the belief 
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that, sometimes, administrative expectations for applications of specific interventions within the 
language arts curriculum could limit teachers’ willingness to explore new resources, on their 
own, impacting the quality and efficacy of student-centered writing instruction. 
 

 
November 15, 2021 

 
Pre-Coding Reflection – Interview Two 

 

Reading through the transcript with my first interview participant, I was able to see connections 
between responses in the second interview and the first one (conducted earlier in Fall 2021).  

 
Regarding instructional contexts for multimodal writing, it was clear from the participant’s 
responses that a one-to-one orientation was the most ideal setting for providing writing 
instruction to special education students in mixed-ability classrooms. However, time and space 
were cited as limitations, as the educator expressed the view that class sizes made it difficult to 
conduct small-group sessions within the larger classroom, and individual conferences required a 
great deal of time and preparation, on the part of the educator (something not always feasible 
given curriculum parameters and pacing).  

 
The educator noted how special education students in the mixed-ability population frequently 
required additional time to grasp concepts that came easier to peers without noted writing 
deficits, and this could potentially complicate instructional pacing. The first participant currently 
works in a freshman language arts class where there are three teachers present: the general 
education teacher, a special education teacher, and a student teacher from the University of 
Georgia. Even with more educators present to support students' writing endeavors, it was still 
difficult for the educator to effectively respond to each students’ needs. The educator also noted 
how classroom routines encouraged more frequent writing, as students were somewhat 
conditioned to expect certain daily quick write activities and an appropriate level of scaffolding 
and sequential writing activities while working on longer compositions.  

 
Considering the ongoing struggles of students with identified special needs - as they attempt to 
write longer and more complex compositions with each progressing year - the participant noted 
how students' confidence with their writing abilities impacted their motivation and willingness to 
engage in these tasks. She noted that this could also constrain her own attempts to differentiate 
pedagogy, as the continued resistance by students can sometimes necessitate instructional shifts, 
such as a focus on more basic, foundational aspects of writing, including the appropriate use of 
punctuation, subject-verb agreement, and paragraph organizational structure. The educator 
expressed the belief that students had, generally speaking, a preference for new technologies that 
could help scaffold the writing process, but at the same time, these tools could sometimes prove 
problematic, especially when functionality was an issue.  

 
Reflecting on the affective/behavioral aspects of student writing, including confidence, 
motivation, and stamina, the participant noted that students with writing difficulties were 
frequently very self-conscious of their underdeveloped skills (as well as their digital skills and 
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abilities to independently use multimodal writing supports. The educator noted how speech-to-
text software, especially, was a resource that more students should be using but were not, as it 
drew attention to their difficulties in composing text. To help these students develop their writing 
skills, and use differentiated technologies in the writing process, the educator noted how it was 
important to set clear and concise expectations, providing a level of modeling above and beyond 
what would be considered a typical support for many students. 

 
Teaching in a collaborative setting, the educator noted how borrowing information and sharing 
expertise, when it came to writing technologies, was a key consideration when designing 
curricula. Assessing their contributions at grade-level planning meetings, as far as offering new 
insights on student-centered writing technologies, the educator noted that some of the teachers 
could be set in their ways, and that sometimes she felt like a “fly on the wall” during 
collaborative planning sessions. At the same time, the individual shared that when they had 
voiced interest in a new technology or shared a demo with other educators, the other 
participating team members were generally receptive to the participant’s new ideas. The 
permanence of established lesson materials, within the general education teachers planning 
documents from one year to the next, ensured that some Instructional approaches are utilized 
more frequently because of their familiarity and ease of implementation. These established 
resources - and an adherence to the pacing guide - limited the amount of new writing 
technologies that could be implemented within a given timeframe. 

 
Considering the technologies frequently used to support student writing engagement, the 
educator noted the importance of “non-threatening technology” (verbatim). Some tools were 
referenced as being too difficult or challenging for both the educator and students, and poor 
functionality or multistep applications could prove confusing and limit their efficacy. When 
selecting supports to engage students in complex writing tasks, tool specificity was cited as a key 
consideration, requiring the same student- centered orientations as curriculum design and an 
awareness of specialized resources that could support the selection of multimodal tools. At the 
same time, building choice into the writing instruction, as far as selecting a multimodal tool 
aligned with their own personal preferences for technology, was cited as an essential 
consideration when lesson planning. Obviously, educators should plan on casting a wide net 
(regarding the integration of technology into the writing curriculum), while also narrowing down 
resources to find the most appropriate tools in certain inclusion contexts. Once the perfect (or 
most useful) fit has been found, reinforcing this tool, continuously, becomes a key instructional 
consideration. 

 
Reflecting on the impact of quarantine and virtual planning, the educator noted how technology-
specific professional learning had a transformational impact on the way that they scaffold 
instruction for their students, and many of these resources the participant experimented with 
during the lockdown remain vital components within the lesson design for in-person writing 
instruction. At the same time, the educator expressed regret that they had already started to forget 
about specific tools and resources as there were so many introduced during the transition to all 
virtual learning. The educator cited the technology specific PL, which lasted for several months 
and required educators to complete weekly activities and lessons through Google classroom, 
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contributed to many of her current multimodal resources, tools she revisits again and again 
because they had a lasting impact on the way students responded to complex writing tasks.  
 

 
November 19, 2021 

 
Post-coding Reflection – Interview Two 

 
The first teacher provided more reflections on spatial considerations when scaffolding students' 
multimodal writing attitudes/preferences, citing the value of proximity - and ability grouping - in 
shaping meaningful writing experiences for students and remediating identified weaknesses. 

 
During our second interview, the teacher made frequent references to physically “removing” 
students from the collaborative classroom and taking them into her own room for small-group, 
guided writing instruction, which provided much needed opportunities for them to receive 
remediation and a less restrictive, more encouraging environment for complex writing. In this 
context, students were able to ask questions and have one-on-one conferences with the educator, 
focusing on different aspects of the writing process and applying new tools to scaffold their 
composition.  

 
Regarding tool selection and specificity, the educator noted the value of non-threatening 
technology, providing students with approachable tools that had simple learning curves and 
which could easily be applied to the writing process, reinforcing the tools application and student 
understanding of its functionality. Considering how students react when presented with a new 
resource, the educator provided a detailed explanation of the ways that she introduces the tool, 
supports its integration into the instructional framework/routines for writing, and consistently 
reinforces its application by applying it to future writing tasks within the collaborative and small-
group setting. 

 
Encoding the data from our second interview together, I noticed the educator’s focus on tool 
specificity, and they provided a detailed explanation of the transition to virtual learning and then 
back to in-person learning at the study site, offering examples of several tools (initially used 
virtually, during the quarantine) that we are now considered viable resources and instructional 
design for in-person learning. At the same time, the educator noted that they learned about so 
many tools and resources during the quarantine period (as a result of ongoing, technology-centric 
PL), and there was no way that they could feasibly integrate all of these tools into their lesson 
design. As such, they used student choice and technology preferences to guide their curriculum 
modifications, choosing those resources that supported the greatest level of engagement and had 
the most notable effect on outcomes for struggling writers in the inclusion class. 

 
As I coded the data, it became apparent that new codes needed to be created to capture some of 
the educators' feedback on self-efficacy and multimodal writing tools in inclusion classes. As 
such, I created a new node for technology with five connected sub nodes, including the 
complexity of writing technologies, their longevity in the classroom, professional learning 
opportunities to support the continued use of these applications, steps taken to reinforce 
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technology in the inclusion classrooms, and how the transition from virtual instruction back to 
in-person learning impacted the frequency of multimodal tool integration. 

 
Analyzing the coded data for emergent themes, pertaining to the phenomenon under 
investigation, I noted that flexibility, consistency, familiarity, variety, and selectivity were all 
important attributes, framing the integration and multimodal writing resources in collaborative 
classes. These considerations had a direct impact on educators’ self-efficacy beliefs, either 
encouraging or limiting their usage in complex writing instruction. The participating teacher 
provided further reflections on the ways that curriculum pacing guides, writing standards for 
high school students, and other contextual considerations, including class size, administrative 
influence, student writing ability, student writing attitudes, and student willingness to integrate a 
new tool into writing routines shaped instructional design in both collaborative classes and in 
small-group, “pull-out” contexts (resource-room setting). 
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