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Chapter 1: 
Introduction:   

There is no distinct line where a cold front meets a warm air mass—the relation is too 
diffuse—but there instead exists a blurred coming together that produces energy, triggers 
combustion; a whisper becomes a wind, and the environment is never the same. (Kuntz, 2018, p. 
92)    

I live, teach, and conduct research into writing education in Arizona, a complex and 

layered space in a complicated and polarizing moment in time. In my career, I have taught in 

multiple states as well as in Mexico, in classrooms, in prisons, in community centers. My 

teaching trajectory has been defined by shifts in geography and context as they have taken place 

alongside my development as an educator, as a student, and as a writer.   

Having lived and taught on both sides of and in close proximity to the concrete 

geographic border that divides the U.S. and Mexico, I take particular interest in the unique 

tensions and integrations that occur in this relational and embodied space known as the 

borderlands. While the term border has been further complicated in the current political climate, 

borders exist in infinite formats. They serve as conceptual metaphors to describe the moves that 

writers make and the tensions that students and teachers alike experience (e.g. Alsup, 2006; 

Reynolds, 2004). These borders are stretchy, they blur, they bleed, they shift (Martinez & 

Chapman, 2023, Kuntz, 2018). 

Whether they are aware of it or not, educators consistently interact with the various 

literal, perceived, and experienced boundaries that shape the realities and identities of themselves 

and their students. Those who teach writing specifically, whose curriculum revolves around the   



very acts of rhetoric and discourse, engage with a landscape that is socially constructed and 

replete with features such as borders. The acts of writing and teaching writing are ecological 

(Cooper, 1986), constantly shifting within a dynamic ecosystem of cultural, social, and historical 

contexts.   

Reynolds (2004) wrote that “Because readers and writers don’t just “cross over” the 

margins of discrete discourse communities from alienation to acceptance, we need a sense of 

place -- for texts and classrooms and cultures -- defined by contestations and differences that 

extend well beyond boundary lines“ (p. 2). The contextualized and hybrid sense of place 

described by Reynolds here highlights the way that teachers and students alike inhabit 

complicated and shifting identities as they develop and dwell within their roles in specific 

contexts. The question of how to create--and dwell within--such liminal spaces looms large and 

is the focus of this dissertation.   

Purpose of the study: 

Cooper (1986) describes ecological systems of writing as “limited only by parameters 

that are themselves subject to change over longer spans of time (p. 368). These shifting layers of 

the ecologies and geographies of both teaching and writing offer rich soil for exploration, with 

the concepts of border and boundary crossing used in both considerations of writing (e.g. 

Reynolds, 2004; Adler-Kasner & Wardle, 2020) and of the ways that writing is taught (e.g. 

Alsup, 2006, 2019; Saidy et al, 2015). 

This dissertation explores the current landscape and ecologies of teacher education in the 

field of writing in the U.S. borderlands of Southwestern Texas, Southern New Mexico, Southern 



Arizona, and Southern California. By focusing on the experiences and perceptions of those who 

educate preservice English teachers to teach writing and the way that they work within and 

respond to the tensions and politics of k-12 schooling, this exploration will build a narrative of a 

specific geographic and social setting in this particular complex moment in time, offering insights 

into the ways that preservice teachers learn to teach writing and the curricular choices that are 

made by those who train them. to gain understanding of the ways that WTEs navigate their roles 

and enact curriculum accordingly in dynamic and layered settings. The focus on writing teacher 

education specifically in the U.S. borderlands is purposeful in that it will highlight the 

complexities of one geographic and cultural setting and the way that education is enacted therein. 

While not every state is a border state, every location must grapple with place-based specificities 

and tensions that this work will highlight.   

This investigation will fill gaps in existing research by 1) exploring the complexities of 

writing instruction through the experiences and actions of WTEs, an under-researched group 2) 

engaging in cross-site analysis of multiple university settings to gain a snapshot of current 

practices and trends in writing teacher education, of which little exists, and 3) conducting this 

research specifically in the U.S. borderlands to extend understandings of the contextualized 

complexities of teacher education and those who enact it in such sites. 

Research questions: 

The research questions that will guide this exploration are as follows:   

● How do WTEs perceive/view/experience the shifting ecologies of writing and teaching 
when working in the U.S. borderlands? 



● What curricular choices are WTEs enacting based on the current tensions and politics of 
k-12 schooling? 

● How do WTEs perceive and navigate borders within their specific geographic educational 
contexts? 

Theoretical framework: 

This exploration is undergirded by sociocultural theory which guides that meaning 

making and knowledge are created and situated in social settings where individuals interact 

within cultural networks of activity and language (Englert et al., 2006; Vygotsky, 1978; Bakhtin, 

1981). Sociocultural theory conceptualizes language itself as a mediator between social, 

psychological, cultural, and cognitive processes (Vygotsky, 1978). Sociocultural theory in 

writing research specifically relies on three pedagogical tenets that guide writing instruction (and 

equally, the training of writing instruction). These are: sociocognitive apprenticeships; procedural 

facilitators and tools; and communities of practice (Englert et al., 2006, Vygotsky, 1978). When 

learning to teach writing, preservice teachers (PSTs) participate in each of these, while they build 

skills themselves to guide their students through the same approaches. 

The concept of apprenticeships takes into consideration the relational experiences of 

modeling and co-participation that students rely on as they learn the social cues and literacies of 

new discourses. In a sociocultural view of literacy education, all experiences of education teach 

students something about the way that the social world operates. Through such modeling 

participants gain access to cultural cognitive and procedural knowledge and tools that guide their 

entry into communities of practice in which knowledge is constructed and disseminated. 

Thinking and speech, therefore, are both culturally created social practices that shift alongside 



dynamic contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Just as the classrooms of writing teachers provide students 

with access to these sociocultural spaces, so do the university classrooms in which preservice 

teachers participate in methods courses designed to give them pedagogical content knowledge of 

writing as they enter into their own classrooms as English teachers.   

Within sociocultural theory in literacy education, the zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978) describes the cognitive development that can only happen in social settings that 

provide both intersubjectivity and scaffolding. Intersubjectivity refers to the dialogic and 

relational work of collaboration within disparate perspectives while scaffolding describes the 

modeling followed by guided release of responsibility onto the student. The dialogic work 

(Bakhtin, 1981) that occurs in such settings is at the heart of sociocultural theory, in which every 

utterance exists in relation with other utterances and in which meaning is constructed by context.   

Borderlands Theory 

Within a sociocultural framework and in consideration of the unique cultural setting that 

this study will explore, I will draw from borderlands theory. Anzaldúa’s (1978) book 

Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza describes her personal experience living on the 

physical borderland of Texas and Mexico as well as the emotional and spiritual borderlands that 

exist when cultures collide and co-exist. She explains that borderlands exist   "wherever two or 

more cultures edge each other, where people of different races occupy the same territory, where 

under, lower, middle, and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals shrinks 

with intimacy" (p. 19). These spaces have potential to be both stifling and liberatory, sites that 

promote rebellion and counterstance. 



Yet, Anzaldúa contends that “counterstance is not a way of life - you are locked into a 

duel with oppressor and oppressed - we must act and not react” (p. 100). A touchpoint of 

borderlands theory is the idea of plurality of identity within shifting and multiple subjectivities. 

Anzaldúa calls for a mestiza consciousness, in which individuals can learn to live -- to thrive -- 

within situations of ambiguity and paradox.   Borderlands theory provides a conceptual 

launchpad for considerations of multiplicity (Bullough, 2005, Coldron & Smith, 1999), paradox 

(Alsup, 2019), liminality (Cook-Sather, 2006), third space (Gutierrez, 2008) and cognitive 

dissonance (Alsup, 2006 ) in consideration of the relational and embodied experiences of 

teachers and their students while also providing a theoretical framework for the ways that 

geographies (Reynolds, 2004) and ecologies (Cooper, 1986) of writing and teaching are enacted. 

Borderlands Discourse 

Alsup’s (2006)   study of new teachers transitioning into their roles built from Anzaldúa’s 

language to coin the term borderlands discourse, "in which disparate personal and professional 

subjectivities are put into contact toward a point of integration" (p. 205). In consideration of the 

murky and complex literal and figurative borderlands described by Anzaldúa, Alsup also drew 

from Gee (2005), who contends that a building of realities occurs whenever we speak, that 

language serves not just as a way to say something, but also as a way to do something and be 

something (p. 8).   Differentiating discourse from Discourse, with the latter described specifically 

as “ways of being in the world; they are forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, 

attitudes, and social identities as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes'' (2001, p. 

526). According to Gee, individuals enact and navigate entry into numerous Discourse 

communities throughout their lives through relational moves of inhabitance and displacement. 



Borderland discourse, “so named because it occurred in the borderlands of other types of 

discourse” (p.37), describes the unique and shifting ontologies of teachers as they integrate their 

personal and professional identities and enter classrooms as new English teachers.. 

Alsup describes: 

The borderland is not the crossing of a simplistic boundary through easy identification 
with, or rejection of, the ‘other.’ It does not mean the elimination of any conflict or 
ideological tension. When a new teacher can rest in the borderland or find balance 
between multiple subjectivities and express herself through various discourses, she is 
beginning to understand how such multiplicity, such ambiguity, can be acceptable, 
comfortable, and even essential to her professional identity. (p. 46)   

While Alsup developed this theory through study of preservice teachers specifically, I utilize it as 

a launching point for consideration of WTEs as they train those very pre-service teachers. 

Definition of Terms 

The following acronyms will be used throughout this writing:   

PST(E) - Preservice Teacher (of English) 

For the purpose of this study, this acronym will be used to discuss preservice teachers who are 

specifically training to become teachers of English in secondary settings (grades 6-12). 

WTE - Writing Teacher Educator 

For the purpose of this study, this acronym will be used to discuss individuals who teach literacy 

methods classes and have a focus on the teaching of writing within their teacher preparation 

program. This may encompass individuals who teach stand-alone writing methods courses or 

those who teach writing within a broader course curriculum. 



TE - Teacher Educator (in any subject area) 

TPP - Teacher Preparation Program 

This acronym will be used to describe the training that is received at the university level by 

preservice teachers. Depending on state level regulations, this may be a four-year bachelor's 

degree program or a fifth-year add-on to an existing subject area bachelor's degree. 

Chapter 2:   
Review of the Literature 

Introduction and purpose 

This chapter explores existing scholarship in writing teacher education by first 

considering what we know about quality writing instructions and how such instruction is enacted, 

or not, in K-12 settings. It then examines scholarship around the experiences and identities of 

pre-service and early career English teachers as it relates to the work of the WTEs who train and 

prepare them. These two topics ground consideration of the identities and experience of WTEs 

themselves, those who hold responsibility for educating pre-service English teachers to teach 

writing at the secondary level, particularly in the U.S. borderlands.   

What is quality writing instruction? 

Quality writing instruction is socioculturally focused. A socio-culturally focused approach to 

writing instruction implies first that the idea of “good writing” is consistently in flux as it is 

taught and utilized in ways that are implicitly tied to cultural, historical, and social considerations 



(Gee, 2014; Raskauskas et al., 2022). This approach recognizes that meaning and purpose are 

co-constructed and negotiated in social settings within specific cultural contexts and activities 

(Englert et al., 2006). Sociocultural approaches to teaching writing call for pedagogical moves 

away from conceptions of writing as a purely cognitive or solitary practice towards 

conceptualizations that recognize the role of writing communities (Bazerman, 2016) dialogic 

thinking (Bakhtin, 1981) and relational thinking (Englert et al., 2006) as central to the writing 

process.   

Quality writing instruction is contextual, situated, and dynamic. Writing pedagogies must 

also account for the ways that writing operates within place and space. Cooper’s (1986) ecologies 

of writing accounts for the broader intertwining social and institutional systems within which 

students learn and composition occurs. This conceptualizes the way that writing exists not only 

within one social setting but within a network of dynamic and consistently shifting structures and 

lifeworlds. These influences account for the actual land and its history in which schooling occurs 

(Tuck & McKenzie, 2014) as well as the metaphorical conceptions of space that serve 

composition pedagogies as we consider the ways that individuals cross over boundaries, dwell 

within lifeworlds created by texts, and experience third spaces--spaces between perceived and 

conceived space that allow for connection and contestation of difference (Reynolds, 2004, 

Gutierrez, 2008) 

Reynolds (2004) contends that, “composition studies need cultural writing theories and 

material literacy practices that engage with the metaphorical ways to imagine space without 

ignoring places and spaces – the actual locations where writers learn and writers work” (p. 3). In 

other words, writing pedagogies both need to operate in consideration of the way that individuals 

- students and teachers alike -inhabit physical places such as classrooms, schools, cities, 



borderlands, and bodies, as well as invisible spaces such as Discourse communities and 

emotional borderlands. 

Quality writing instruction is embodied, humanizing, and multi-faceted. In their position 

statement on Writing Instruction in School, the National Council for Teachers of English (2022) 

encouraged that writing instruction focus on the writer rather than the writing to avoid writing 

being used as a gatekeeping device based on dominant ideologies around writing and language. 

This connects to the need for writing pedagogies to embrace the histories, cultures, and bodies of 

students. Raskauskas et al. (2022) explain that “there is an urgent need for writing instruction in 

schools to be grounded in broad understandings about writing that sustain racial, linguistic, and 

cultural pluralism” (p. 3). Therefore, the acts of teaching writing and the process of writing itself 

must be grounded in culturally sustaining pedagogies (Paris & Alim, 2017) that recognize and 

sustain racial, linguistic, and cultural pluralism (Raskauskas et al., 2022) by engaging the bodies 

of students as creative thinkers and writers (Chavez, 2021).   

When writing is taught through a lens that accounts for the social and historical context 

within which it is taught it takes into account the embodied histories and actions of writers 

themselves (Donovan, 2022; Chavez, 2021, Paris & Alim, 2017) who engage in multiple 

intertwining skills and strategies in individualized writing processes (Myers et al., 2016; Graham, 

2019; Bazerman et al., 2017). In order to achieve this humanizing approach, quality writing 

instruction requires rich and interconnected knowledge of pedagogy, content, and who the 

students are (Graham, 2019). Indeed, The Framework for Success in Post Secondary Writing 

identified eight habits of mind that are essential for success in college setting. These are: 

Curiosity, Openness, Engagement, Creativity, Persistence, Responsibility, Flexibility, 



Metacognition. (Council for Writing Program Administrators). This list of skills demonstrates 

the humanistic and dynamic nature of learning to write and the ways that it must be fostered 

within individual student minds and bodies. 

Quality writing instruction supports transfer and transition. The lifespan development of 

writing is a complex, multidimensional understanding of the process and contexts of writing that 

develops and shifts throughout the life of a writer and supports other forms of development 

(Bazerman et al. 2017). The curriculum within which writing is taught and its progression is 

significantly tied to the way that writing develops. Effective writing instruction enables students 

as agents of integration, writers who can flexibly transition between setting and genre to use their 

practiced skills and processes in a variety of contexts (Fletcher, 2022). Recent scholarship 

focuses writing instruction on the study of genre, in which students are able to consistently 

expand their conception of the way that writing and language operate within dynamic processes 

and applications (Fleischer &Andrew-Vaughan, 2009, Kittle, 2008).   

Quality writing instruction asks students to write for authentic audiences, in diverse 

modalities, for purposes that matter in their own lives. Thus, scaffolding should serve as an end 

and not a means grounded in the purpose of expansive framing (as opposed to bounded framing) 

in which students understand that their writing exists to serve broad social purposes beyond the 

scope of a specific assignment or course. Engaging students in acts of inquiry, dialogue, and 

rhetorical and empathetic listening, rather than focusing on persuasion and argument build skills 

that lend themselves to transfer and transition (Adler-Kassner & Wardle, 2020; Fletcher, 2022). 

What Does Writing Instruction Look Like in K-12 Schools? 



Yet, research into the reality of writing instruction in secondary schools reveals a 

disparate picture of the way that students are frequently taught composition. In NCTE’s 2022 

position statement on writing instruction in school, the major challenges of teaching secondary 

writing are described as: “Test-driven curriculum, instruction, and assessment; narrow definitions 

of and limited practices for writing; and dominant ideologies around writing and language ” 

(cite). These three factors are among the greatest external roadblocks for new teachers entering 

the profession 

Writing instruction in K-12 schools has been described as a “prisoner of time” (Graham, 

2019). While a comprehensive 2011 study (Applebee & Langer, 2011) demonstrated that the 

quality of writing instruction in k-12 schools has improved in recent decades as related to teacher 

conceptual understanding and the amount that students are writing across the curriculum, in a 

typical 9 week grading period, students still only received 2 hours and 22 minutes of explicit 

writing instruction (p.21). This has been attributed to the amount of competing priorities that 

teachers are faced with and the demands of teaching towards high stakes testing for which the 

preparation often engages students in the the act of “writing without composing” (p. 15) without 

sufficient time for extended writing.   

While we know that writing is particularly important as the capacity to write well 

increases students’ capacity to succeed in other subjects (Graham, 2019, p. 284), writing in K-12 

schools is often undervalued over reading (Myers et al., 2016). Additionally, quality curricular 

resources that broaden the scope of writing’s purpose and practice have been found to make 

limited appearances in classrooms with little writing collaboration (De Smedt et al., 2016), 

minimal classroom use of digital tools for writing (Applebee & Langer, 2011; Coker et al., 

2016), and a lack of authentic audiences for writing projects (Applebee & Langer, 2011). 



What Are the Needs of New Writing Teachers? 

In order to understand the complex task of WTEs when they lead a writing methods 

course, scholars need to take into account the layered challenges that are faced by new teachers 

when they enter schools and classrooms, including personal, relational, institutional, and 

curricular tensions. These difficulties may account for the 30% attrition rate within the first two 

years of teaching (McCann et al., 2005, p. 3), as the most common reasons these teachers cite for 

leaving the profession are job dissatisfaction and opportunities outside of the professions (p. 5). 

The result is a teacher workforce that is a revolving door of newly appointed teachers. The main 

concerns identified by new teachers interviewed in this 2005 study were categorized into six key 

areas:   relationships (with colleagues, parents, students) workload/time management, knowledge 

of subject/curriculum, evaluation/grading, autonomy, control, and physical/personal 

characteristics (of themselves as developing teacher personas (p. 16). Yet, this study found that 

the new teachers who were able to cope were those who “hold onto the belief that ultimately 

things will get better. They have a realistic projection that they will find a way to correct or 

improve situations that are the source of irritation, frustration, and anxiety” (p. 32). 

It is the work of TPPs then (as they operate alongside other systems for training and 

integrating new teachers such as practicums, student teaching placement, and school-based 

teacher mentoring programs) to prepare students to navigate the complex terrain of the various 

secondary institutions that they will enter and the various tensions that they may face with 

specific tools for coping (Smagorinsky et al., 2002).   To this end, as PSTs prepare to enter the 

classroom, they need a balance of conceptual and practical tools (Grossman, 2000), varied 

structures (survey, workshop, experiential, etc.), and theoretical backings (developmental, 



sociocultural, etc.) (Smagorinsky & Whiting, 1996), and strong balanced understanding of both 

subject content and how to teach it effectively (Smagorinsky, Lakly, & Johnson, 2002, p. 7). 

Scholarship surrounding the transition that new teachers make from university classroom and 

practicum settings primarily focuses on the factors of identity, shifting attitudes towards writing, 

and curricular tensions between the institutional levels as explored below.   

Multiple/Intersecting Subjectivities 

Multiple studies have explored the ways that preservice teachers navigate the transition 

between being a student and being a   teacher (e.g. Alsup, 2004; Alsup, 2019; McCaw, 2021; 

Smagorinsky et al, 2002, Cook-Sather, 2006), with specific consideration given to ways that new 

teachers balance personal and professional identities. Alsup (2019) found that today’s new 

teachers, while adept at facing paradox and contradictions, are consistently seeking balance 

within the multiplicity of layered environments and personas in which they interact. Coldron and 

Smith (1999) found that teachers benefit from implicitly understanding the plurality that exists in 

situations in which they find themselves and that understanding the presence of such plurality 

and multiplicity helps to learn the wide spectrum of actions and responses that they can enact. 

Whatever the means, the development of a teacher persona for new teachers is a challenge that 

must be overcome for sustainability in the profession (McCann et al., 2005) 

McCaw (2021) points out that the lack of ritual that exists as new teachers leave the role 

of student and take on the role of teacher may result in challenges of dislocation and questions of 

visibility. These experiences of new teachers who have reported feeling as “strangers” or 

“frauds” (McCaw, 2021) may be counteracted by communities of practice (Wenger, 2000) and 

teacher-led inquiry (Early, 2014) or the creation of teacher identity metaphors (Alsup, 2006; 



Kitchen, 2011) which have been researched as methods to aid teachers in gaining a sense of 

belonging. One 2010 study (Early & Shagoury, 2010) found new teachers to be “thirsty” and 

“devouring” texts to help them through this transition, pointing to a need for secondary settings 

to create spaces that teachers can engage in this identity work. 

Attitudes towards writing   

PSTs’ attitudes towards writing have been the subject of various studies that correlate 

their view of themselves as writers and their beliefs about writing with their effectiveness as 

writing teachers. Findings indicate that PSTs tend to hold binary views of themselves as writers, 

either “good” or “bad” with little space in the middle (Morgan & Pytash, 2014), that they view 

writing itself as a fixed trait rather than a learned process ((Norman & Spencer, 2005), and that 

they hold narrow perceptions of writing (Draper, Barksdale-Ladd, & Radencich, 2000). Yet, 

plentiful research exists that demonstrates the positive impacts of teachers viewing themselves as 

writers through engaging in methods classes with a focus on teaching writing to provide an arena 

to broaden the way that they identify as teachers of writing (Morgan & Pytash, 2014; Street, 

2003;   Daisey 2009; Limlamai, 2022).   Saidy (2015) contends specifically that when preservice 

and early career teachers view themselves as developmental writers alongside their students, 

there is benefit to writing instruction. This increase in“writerly identity” on the part of PSTs 

directly impacts the experience of their students (Morgan & Pytash, 2014).   

Yet, challenges exist to providing these opportunities for PSTs to build strong writerly 

identities. Teachers tend to teach the way they were taught, an enactment of the so-called 

apprenticeship model in which teachers enact their own educational experiences upon their 

students (Lortie, 1975). This may be specifically problematic for those learning to teach writing, 



a field which has moved significantly away from a purely cognitive approach to writing towards a 

sociocultural approach. Time and attention focused on new scholarship surrounding writing 

pedagogies are necessary for PSTs to gain new scholarly understanding of writing and writing 

pedagogies. However, the preparation that teachers receive to teach writing is often viewed as 

inadequate by both PSTs and the WTEs who support them (Myers et al., 2016), leaving teachers 

without sufficient context and background and lacking confidence to teach writing successfully in 

secondary settings (Wahleithner, 2018). 

Curricular Tensions    

A frequent challenge for PSTs as they exit university methods classes and enter K-12 

classrooms as teachers is the departure from an often more liberal, social justice-minded, flexible 

and creative setting towards a placement in which they are required to engage in lockstep 

curriculum which is restrictive of their autonomy and, at times, antithetical to what they have 

learned about writing pedagogy (Smagorinsky at al, 2002; Saidy et al., 2022). Therefore, PSTs 

need to be able to transfer the knowledge gained in university programs to their specific teaching 

context, making purposeful choices within their power that will impact their students experiences 

learning to write such as instructional procedures, student choice, integration of methods for 

student collaboration, and connecting students to tools to support their writing (Graham, 2019, p. 

290).   

Interestingly, studies have found that while new teachers frequently acquiesced during 

their first year of teaching, skills from their methods courses often emerged in their second year 

(Morgan   & Pytash, 2014). The acquiescence that often is found in first year teachers may be 

replaced by a studied resistance. After a year of understanding the context and environment of 



their teaching, new teachers may find that in their second year they understand the specific ways 

that they can push back and enact resistance in their specific settings (Smagorinsky et al., 2002; 

Grossman et al., 2000). Yet, the level to which new teachers are able to effectively engage in 

these processes of pushing back and navigating secondary school settings in which they find 

themselves is correlated to the pedagogical content knowledge of writing that their training has 

provided (Wahleithner, 2018), making the case for the need for sufficient writing specific 

methods training within TPPs. 

Who are writing teacher educators and what informs their teaching?   

Those who provide the university-based training of these PSTs in writing instruction are 

an under-researched group. These individuals, who generally began their careers as secondary 

English teachers before advancing to university roles, have experience in both the K-12 

educational system and their current placement within higher education roles. They ‘speak the 

language’ of both educational levels (Hannah & Saidy, 2014) and hold “double identification” 

between the two institutional ecosystems (Bullough), often experiencing ‘overlapping identities’ 

of the two (Myers et al, 2023). 

The value placed on writing and the teaching of writing itself is impacted by a variety of 

influences ranging from institutional, social, and historical factors (Graham, 2019; Raskauskas et 

al., 2022) with writing methods frequently embedded within reading methods courses, and 

WTEs themselves at times lacking confidence in their ability to teach writing methods (Myers et 

al, 2016). Alsup contends that “educational discourse is political, ergo teacher education must 

also be political” (2006, p. 184). Within the consistent tensions of state and federal educational 

mandates and a nation that is demographically and linguistically more diverse each year, WTEs 



are tasked with providing both the pedagogical content knowledge of writing (Wahleithner, 2018; 

Donovan, 2022) and the form and framing of mind to enact its teaching within the shifting 

ecologies of the schools and districts that PSTs will enter.   

Working Within a Web of Influence 

Writing teacher education uniquely straddles the content areas of rhetoric and teaching 

pedagogy, with writing teacher education acting as its own discipline within literacy education 

(Ofte, 2022; Tremmel, 2001). Yet, few identify themselves specifically as WTEs, in part due to 

the dominance of reading education, and little writing instruction in K-12 classrooms (Myers et 

al., 2016). This 2016 study found that WTEs reports that there is insufficient time devoted to the 

teaching of writing in their programs, with the majority stating they feel only moderately or 

somewhat successful in the enactment of this task (p. 318). 

University teacher education programs may be the primary settings in which PSTs learn 

to teach (Smagorinsky et al., 2003), but they are far from the only influence on PST’s 

development of teacher identities and approaches. Student teaching as well as first year teaching 

experience in context are highly formative (Morgan & Pytash, 2014).   When new teachers enter 

schools, they interact with what Neumann (2016) describes as the web of influence: with key 

factors identified as mandated testing, teachers' knowledge and beliefs (as formed through 

multiple experiences), and teacher’s milieu - the specific context in which they teach. Neumann 

describes the difficulty in isolating the impact of any one of these factors as they each intertwine 

and interact to greatly impact new teachers’ lived experience. WTEs need to be aware of not just 

the form and content that PSTs must learn, but also the mindsets and identity features PSTs need 

to acquire to enter into their teaching environments. 



These competing and shifting influences may account for the non-linear progression of 

PSTs learning to teach writing (Kelley, Hart, & King, 2007). The content expertise of WTEs is 

often put into direct contrast with the learning that students have experienced in their own 

literacy trajectories as students as well as the methods that are being modeled for them in student 

teaching, which may delay their capacity to experience necessary cognitive dissonance and 

borderlands discourse (Alsup, 2006). WTEs must understand better than anyone that education is 

always indirect and unpredictable (Bullough, 2005), and that the results of classroom learning 

may arise in students far after they have departed the learning environment.   

Coldron & Smith (1999) contend that the role of (W)TEs is to induct PSTs into the craft 

of teaching which is formed by four broader traditions that provide models to help PSTs navigate 

their entry into the practice and provide them with sustainable identities as teachers. These are: 

the craft, the moral, the artistic, and the scientific (pp. 714-715). They argue that in accounting 

for the multiplicity of teaching within training programs, PSTs can begin to gain the maturity 

needed to engage in dialogic and critical questioning of their roles and experiences. 

A Balancing Act 

WTEs are tasked with a balancing act in which they must share their content expertise 

and broad understanding of the field while also “authorising” PSTs to take the lead as experts 

themselves within their own classrooms (Cook-Sather, 2011, p. 3). WTEs must value the lived 

experiences of PSTs within their student teaching or practicum placements while also imparting 

skills and mindsets to navigate the critical incidents (Coldron & Smith, 1999) that they will face 

as they enter schools in which the practices they have learned in their TPPs may be directly at 

odds with the provided curriculum and the culture of their schools and districts. 



Donovan (2022) writes that “a lifespan is all a lot to nurture in a sixteen-week course” - 

check quote (p. 3). Indeed, when a writing methods course does exist within TPPs, it serves as 

one short piece of the formation of PSTs’ perceptions of what writing is and what it means to be 

a teacher and a teacher of writing. Writing methods courses often become sites of unlearning 

(Gray & Phillips, 2023) in which PSTs must engage in the messy and uncomfortable unpacking 

of their personal histories of writing and learning to write. To create this setting, WTEs must 

implicitly build space in which PSTs engage deeply with educational and literacy theory 

(Smagorinsky & Whiting, 1996), while conducting pedagogical inquiry (Rivera-Mueller, 2020) 

into the priorities and goals they hold as they enter the teaching profession.   

This scholarship demonstrates that just as being a secondary teacher may be a paradox, “a 

daily attempt to keep personal priorities in balance with institutional and political expectations” 

(Alsup, 2019, p. 101), so too may be the lived experiences of WTEs who support and teach 

PSTs. Some of the experiences that affect their PST counterparts may be mirrored in those who 

educate them. WTEs often have had little instruction directly related to writing instruction 

themselves (Myers et al., 2016) and teach within institutions that have their own priorities related 

to the training and preparation of educators. To navigate their roles as they exist within shifting 

contexts, both PSTs and the WTEs who support them need to balance the acts of problem-posing 

and problem-solving (Rivera-Mueller, 2020) to consistently revise their beliefs and practices 

through opportunities for transformative discourse (Alsup, 2006). WTEs need to build learning 

environments that both allow students to dwell within liminal space (Cook-Sather, 2011; Alsup, 

2006) but also to cross over boundaries (Saidy et al, 2022). 

Building Sustenance   



The modeling provided by (W)TEs is key to the success of PSTs (Kaufman, 2009; 

Stockinger, 2007). Therefore, WTEs need space and time to consistently consider the ways in 

which they build sustenance and growth within their own development as educators. The four 

goals articulated by WTEs in a 2020 study were: mastering teaching, making an impact, refining 

pedagogy, and sustaining an engaged teaching life (Rivera-Mueller). To achieve these, WTEs 

benefit from opportunities to collaborate and make meaning with colleagues in similar roles 

(Ofte, 2022), from pedagogical inquiry within communities of practice (Rivera-Mueller, 2020) 

engagement with critical friends (Myers et al., 2023), self-study (Hayler & Williams, 2018), and 

participation as co-learners through social pedagogy alongside their students (Gray & Phillips, 

2023). Participation in such collaborative and investigative spaces create opportunities for WTEs 

to attend to the pedagogical questions that arise in their daily practice. Just as there is no 

completion of learning to teach writing, there is no completion of learning to teach writing 

methods (Rivera-Mueller, 2020).   

Teaching Writing Methods in Border States   

A growing body of research explores the specificity of teaching and learning to teach 

writing in the U.S. borderlands, exploring the intersectionalities and material realities that shape 

the experience of WTEs and their students within university methods courses in these sites. 

Alonso (2020) highlights the interactions of “issues related to power, limited economic 

opportunity, and culturally gendered expectations within the context of the border.” (p. 41) and 

argues for a critical fronterizo education in which teacher candidates receive training that is 

historically and culturally grounded within geographic and linguistic lenses. (p. 41). Gallard 

Martinez & Chapman (2023) highlight the multiple functions of space and resources that 



compete to define the way that education is carried out in ways that both enable and disable the 

status quo. In PSTs, this may appear as part of a transformational journey “initially characterized 

by disruption, fear, and disorientation, followed by compromise before leading to Conocimiento” 

(p. 306). This scholarship points to the specificity and unique place-based experience that must 

be taken into account when considering the way that learning occurs for those who are training to 

be teachers in contested and layered environments.   

Reynolds (2004) writes, “If we could discover more about how people learn about 

boundaries and borders; when they may cross them without penalty; or how they can slip in 

without being detected; or what the safe time they are, then we could apply these findings to a 

richer understanding of how people learn to read, write, and interact with text (Reynolds, 2004, 

p. 3). In other words, by interrogating beliefs and understandings of specific socially and 

geographically constructed settings with pedagogical knowledge of how people learn to write 

and to teach writing, we can gain understanding of how WTEs can provide PSTs with specific 

knowledge and practices of what it means to enter the teaching profession in these spaces.   



Chapter 3: Methods 

Study design   

This qualitative study is designed to interrogate the ways that the ecologies of teaching 

and writing affect the specific experiences and choices of WTEs in the U.S. borderlands. To 

explore this topic under the theoretical frameworks of sociocultural theory and borderlands 

theory, I rely on cartography as an overarching methodology (Kuntz, 2018, Ulmer & 

Koro-Ljungberg, 2015), framed by a specific focus of feminist theory (Commeyras et al., 1996; 

Tuck & McKenzie, 2014) 

Cartography   

In my data collection, analysis, and presentation I will be utilizing social cartography, as a 

way to gather, create, consider, and display data. Cartography in social science research aligns 

with the postmodern turn in which data collected and its analysis and presentation create 

opportunities for visual and spatial dialogue (Paulston & Liebman, 1994). Cartography has been 

described as an act of disruption that can open up new ways of being and make the invisible 

visible (Kuntz, 2018). By engaging cartography as methodology both for data collection and 



analysis, this study will engage participants and myself as researcher alike in acts of mapping. 

Ulmer and Koro-Ljungberg (2015) describe cartography for teacher research as follows: 

Rather than continue to confine teachers to formal, flat, homogenized structures that no 

longer address the needs of 21st-century teachers, a blank cartography allows for a 

re-imagining of fluid pathways. Blank cartography highlights not only the historical and 

contemporary absence of dynamic path- ways, but also the potential of pathways not yet 

travelled— much less imagined…We find that using a blank cartography, a map without 

cardinal direction or points of reference, frees paths of analytical movement to travel in 

various new and unexpected directions in order to generate different knowings and 

non-recycled noticings of educational experiences. (p. 149) 

In addition to opening up knowledge spaces as described, cartographic practices beg 

consideration of flow, movement, and change. Metaphorical and conceptual frameworks such as 

borders within broader consideration of ecologies (Cooper, 1986) and geographies (Reynolds, 

2004) of writing lend themselves to cartography in their visual and relational contexts and in 

consideration of the spatial practice of dwelling (Reynolds, 2004) within contested, complex, and 

shifting spaces by defining new relations and perspectives (Kuntz, 2018).   

The framework of cartography positions participants as partners in inquiry (Flower, 

2003), helping me investigate how methods of mapping and visualizing help to articulate and 

theorize together the contested borderlands in which they work. Here, I will lean upon the 

scholarship of Long (2018), Van Horn (2016), and Kuby (2019) to guide my venturing. Each of 

these scholars use tangible and spatial examples of cartographic work to engage participants in 

creating data and engaging experiences in similar ways that I hope to.   



A Feminist Approach to Cartography   

In consideration of this exploration of a career that is both historically and currently 

female-dominated, this study uses feminist methodologies to explore the intersectional and 

layered experiences of those whose experiences and subjectivities guide the way that writing 

instruction occurs. Drawing upon questions regarding who decided what knowledge and data is 

counted as valid and valued, feminist theories in research consider the gendered identities and 

experiences of participants and operate in consideration of pluralities, intersectional inequalities, 

and in revealing the invisible (Commeyras et al., 1996). Within the specific methodologies of this 

study narrative inquiry and cartography), a feminist approach will allow for consideration of the 

often less visible ontologies of participant experience, the multiplicity of space, and the cohesion 

of mind, body, and nature (Tuck & McKenzie, 2014).   

In practical terms, the feminist approach to this research will be practiced through 

relational and dialogic semi-structured interviews, which center the stories and experiences of 

participants and provide space for them to guide the direction of the interviews. According to 

Clandinin & Connelly (2000), narrative inquiry engages the use of storying as a verb, They 

emphasize that the participant's experience being studied and the researcher's experience of 

studying it also intertwine, creating a larger depiction of the story being told. Narrative inquiry 

views teachers and students alike as storytellers and characters in each other's lived experiences, 

experiences which can be constructed and reconstructed through both individual and social 

experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990, p. 2). Using narrative inquiry, I seek to compile 

multiple stories which I can weave together to story an overarching narrative of writing teacher 

education in the U.S. borderlands. 



The place-based nature of this study will ask participants to engage in cartography by 

creating free form maps as forms of concrete data that consider the multilayered experience of 

place and space. Feminist approaches seek to minimize the binaries that exist between body and 

mind and nature and culture--acts that align with social cartography and help make the unseen 

seen. 

Research Site 

Data for this study will be collected from WTEs working out of several university sites 

that prepare English teachers in the U.S. borderlands. This geographic region is in the 

southwestern corner of the United States in close proximity to the Mexican border which 

includes Southern California, Southern and Central Arizona, Southern and Central New Mexico, 

and Southern Texas. I as the researcher will be based out of Phoenix, Arizona and conducting all 

recruitment and data collection remotely. 

*Specific site information for the institutions of participants will be added to this section as 

participants enroll in the study.   

Participants 

I will seek to enroll eight WTE participants who represent multiple university sites across 

the U.S. borderlands. This is an over-projection of the six participants I plan to include in my 

study to account for attrition and to ensure I have sufficient participants. I will recruit for the 

study through emails (Appendix A) to individuals who currently teach writing methods courses 

in the geographic area that I am targeting, explaining the study and its purpose and inviting their 



participation. As I work within this field, some of these individuals may be people that I know 

and have collaborated with in the past. I will recruit through word of mouth as well as snowball 

recruitment (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) in which recruited members are asked to assist with 

recruitment of other potential participants.   

Researcher Positionality: 

My positionality in this study is that of a member of the group that I am studying. As a 

Ph.D. student at Arizona State University, in Phoenix, Arizona, I myself teach both writing and 

methods courses within the geographic area of my study. I also am female and white, placing me 

within the majority demographic of both the teacher and teacher education populations. I state 

this specifically, as this research seeks to center the complexities of a career that is often held by 

individuals who may be privileged by their whiteness while also marginalized for being female 

in geographically and culturally diverse environments.   

The state of Arizona, where I live, conduct research, and teach, is a complex border state, 

one that is consistently considered a political battleground and is home to 22 federally 

recognized tribes. Arizona consistently ranks among the lowest states for student achievement 

(Nation’s report Card). The student population in the state is made up of a majority Hispanic 

students at 48%,   35% white students, 6% African American students, 4% Native American 

students, 4% students of multiple races, 3% Asian students, and less than 2% Pacific Islander 

students. Each year, the percentage of white students decreases as the percentage of students of 

color increases. (AZ Report Cards). Yet, 75% of Arizona teachers are white and 76% are female 

(The Arizona Teacher Workforce). This disparity exists across the nation but is particularly 

pronounced in Arizona and the other border states which are the focus of this study. 



I will frame this positionality as a relational piece to my data collection. Connelly & 

Clandinin (1990) write that narrative inquiry most effectively “occurs within relationships among 

researchers and participants, constructed as a caring community” p. 4). My purpose as a 

researcher then, will be to provide dialogic and relational connection to my participants as they 

share their experiences and perspectives.   

Data collection 

The data that will be collected for this study are as follows: participant surveys including 

an uploaded participant created map distributed through google forms, two semi-structured 

interviews (Saldaña, 2021) conducted over zoom with each participant, and course materials 

(including syllabi, assignment prompts, slides, etc.) from the writing methods courses that they 

teach. These multiple data samples will allow for triangulation of data and depth of analysis. 

Initial Survey: Upon enrollment in the study, teachers will first be sent the initial survey to 

complete (Appendix C). The survey will gather demographic information on their individual 

positionalities, institutional placement and time in the field; Likert scale; and open-ended 

response questions regarding their teaching contexts. Along with the survey, participants will 

upload course materials including syllabus, assignment prompts, and other relevant materials to 

the google form.   

First Interview: The first interview (Appendix D) will ask participants to reflect on their process 

of planning to teach a writing methods course and engage them in a semi-structured discussion 



of the way they design their curriculum and the choices they have made.   Interviews will take 

place over Zoom and will be recorded for later transcription. 

Participant Map: Following this conversation, participants will be asked to share a hand drawn or 

computer generated map that outlines the way that they perceive the terrain in which they teach 

(Appendix E), which they will share with me through google docs.   

Second Interview: The second interview (Appendix F) will occur late in the semester or after the 

completion of the semester. The purpose of this interview is for participants to share their 

perspective and process of maps they created and reflect on the way that they perceive their 

students’ development after having enacted their semester plan, including consideration of any 

tensions, successes, challenges, or unforeseen circumstances that impacted their writing methods 

course. This interview will also take place over Zoom and be recorded for later transcription. 

Timeline of Recruitment and Data Collection   

November-December 2024 Recruit participants   

January 2025 Distribute and receive surveys and conduct interview #1 
with all participants   

February, 2025 Distribute mapping prompts and receive maps from 
participants 

February-Early March, 2025 Conduct interview #2 with all participants 

March-May 2025 Conduct data analysis 

June 2025-  Write Findings and Discussion 



Analysis 

In addition to serving as methodologies to collect and create data, cartography will also 

serve to guide the way I analyze and interpret data. Data will be analyzed using inductive data 

analysis through emergent design (Saldaña, 2021) to engage in multiple coding cycles and 

identify major themes. I will engage in cartography as a method of analysis, by creating maps of 

various formats to help me complicate and consider the data in layered and relational ways.   

My specific plans for analysis are as follows:   

● Survey data: Survey data will serve as background information to gather contextual 

information on participants 

● Course materials: Content analysis via maps 

● Interview data: Narrative analysis   

● Maps: Content analysis   



Appendix A. Initial email to prospective participants 

Hi ____,   

My name is [Full Name], and I am a doctoral student in English Education at Arizona State 
University. I am conducting my dissertation research exploring the ways that writing teacher 

educators enact teacher training in the field of writing in the U.S. borderlands.   

I was referred to you by _____ (or) I found your information on your institution's website, and I 
would like to invite your participation in this study. Your perspective as a teacher educator 
would provide valuable insight that I hope to highlight in this research.   

The consent form is attached to this email for your review and I would be happy to answer any 
questions you may have about this research.   

Thank you very much for your consideration! 

My best, 

Full Name 
email address 



Appendix B. Consent Form 

My name is [Full Name] and I am a doctoral student under the direction of Dr. Saidy in the 
Department of English Education at Arizona State University. I am conducting a dissertation 
research study exploring the ways that writing teacher educators enact teacher training in the 
field of writing in the U.S. borderlands.   

I am inviting your participation, which will involve the following:   

·        The completion of a survey with both open-ended and likert scale questions 

·        The submission of your curricular materials (including syllabi and major assignment 
prompts) from a writing methods course that you teach 
·        Participation in two semi-structured interviews (roughly 60 minutes each) on Zoom   
·        The submission of a participant map that you will be prompted to create 

This data collection will take place between October 2024 and January 2025. In the interviews 
and survey, you will have the right not to answer any question, and to stop participation at any 
time. Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose not to participate or to withdraw 
from the study at any time, there will be no penalty. Please note that participants must be 18 and 
older. Your participant will also contribute to publications and conference presentations within 
the field of English Education. There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to your 
participation. 



Your submitted materials and interview videos and transcriptions will be kept confidential. 
Excerpts, quotes, and images from you and your submitted materials and results of this study 
may be used in reports, presentations, or publications but a pseudonym will be used. 
De-identified data collected as a part of current study will not be shared with others. 
  
I would like to video record your interviews. The interview will not be recorded without your 
permission. The recordings will be erased at the completion of the study. Please let me know if 
you do not want the interview to be recorded or you change your mind after the interview starts. 

If you have any questions concerning the research study, please contact Dr. Christina Saidy by 
email at csaidy@asu.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a subject/participant in 
this research, or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you can contact the Chair of the Human 
Subjects Institutional Review Board, through the ASU Office of Research Integrity and 
Assurance, at (480) 965-6788.   

By signing below, you are agreeing to be part of the study. 

Name: Signature: Date 

Appendix C. Initial Survey 

1. What is your name?   
2. How long have you been an educator?   
3. What is your gender? 
4. Where did you grow up?   
5. Where did you complete your undergraduate and graduate education? 
6. Did you teach in K-12 before becoming a teacher educator? 
7. For how long? 
8. With what grade level? 
9. Where? 
10. What is your current institution? 
11. Have you worked at other institutions of higher education?   
12. If so, where and for how long? 
13. How long have you been teaching at your current institution?   
14. What courses do you teach/have you taught? 
15. What course(s) are you currently teaching that focus on writing methods? 
16. For what level of students is this course? (e.g. upper-level undergraduate) 

Please answer the following Likert scale questions with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 
being strongly agree. 



1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly disagree Somewhat disagree Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree 

1. I view myself mainly as a writing teacher educator (as opposed to as a literacy teacher 
educator) 

2. The teaching of writing is valued as much as other forms of literacy at my institution 
3. The political climate affects my teaching 
4. My students are able to effectively enact their learning from my course in their contexts 
5. I have sufficient time to teach writing methods 
6. I am in touch with the current climate of secondary schools in my geographic area 
7. When planning instruction, I consider what it means to teach in the U.S. Borderlands 
8. The geographic location in which I teach impacts my teaching 
9. The geographic location in which I teach impacts the needs of my students 
10. The geographic location in which I teach impacts the way writing instruction is carried 

out 
   Appendix D. Semi-structured Interview #1 

1. How would you describe your approach to teaching writing methods? 

2. How did you decide upon the major assignments and scope and sequence of your writing 
methods course? 

3. What are the goals of each of these assignments? How do they fit together? 

4. Can you tell me how you shift your curriculum each semester? 

5. What are the main influences on your curriculum planning?   

6. In what ways is your planned curriculum supporting the students in the way that you 
hoped? Do you have any examples? 

7. In what ways is your planned curriculum not supporting the students in the way that you 
hoped? Do you have any examples? 

8. What trends in student attitudes towards teaching writing have you noticed? Do you have 
any examples? 



9. What has been surprising so far this semester as you have enacted your curriculum? 

10. How will you know that you have been successful this semester? 

11. Anything else you would like to add.   

Appendix E. Participant Mapping Prompt 

This dissertation seeks to explore the current ecologies of teaching writing methods in the U.S. 
borderlands. In order to capture a comprehensive understanding of participant experience and 
perception, you are asked to create a map (or multiple maps!) that depicts the terrain of your 
current context and experience teaching writing.   

Ulmer and Koro-Ljungberg (2015) describe the purpose of mapping in educational research as 
follows: “Rather than continue to confine teachers to formal, flat, homogenized structures that no 
longer address the needs of 21st-century teachers, a blank cartography allows for a re-imagining 
of fluid pathways. Blank cartography highlights not only the historical and contemporary absence 
of dynamic path- ways, but also the potential of pathways not yet travelled— much less 
imagined…We find that using a blank cartography, a map without cardinal direction or points of 
reference, frees paths of analytical movement to travel in various new and unexpected directions 
in order to generate different knowings and non-recycled noticings of educational experiences” 
(p. 149).   



The purpose of this task is to examine the topic of writing teacher education in the specific area 
of the U.S. borderlands through an alternative mode of communication, allowing for 
considerations of layers, relationships, tensions, and complexities. There is no right or wrong 
way to approach this prompt. You may create a map by hand on a blank piece of paper or in a 
digital platform of your choosing. Use the questions below to help you get started.   

1. How do you experience multiple priorities in your role? 

2. What boundaries and borders impact your work?   

3. What tensions do you experience in your role? 

4. How do you visualize the terrain of educational systems in your context? 

5. What influences impact your role and experience as a writing teacher educator? 

Appendix F. Semi-structured Interview #2 

1. Tell me about the map that you created and submitted? 

2. The concepts of borders and boundaries have been used in both composition and teacher 
education theory. How do you perceive and experience borders and boundaries in your 
teaching context? 

3. In what ways did or didn’t your writing methods curriculum serve your students as you 
hoped it would this semester? Can you share the trajectories of 3 students who have 
interested you the most this semester? 

4. Where do you see the future of your writing methods courses?   

5. Please describe any shifts you might make and new ideas you may try moving forward? 
Tell me the story that is leading you in these directions.   



6. How important is it for you to engage your students in consideration of the specificity of 
the place in which they learn to teach and become teachers?   

7. This academic year, a major election was held with major implications for the 
U.S./Mexico border. What impact did this have on your teaching? 

8. Anything else you would like to add? 
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