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Abstract

This qualitative study focused on educators’ perspectives of teaching students with dysgraphia. Dysgraphia
can be referred to as a specific learning disorder (SLD) in writing and includes difficulties with
handwriting, spelling, and/or composition skills. To explore the educators’ experiences, an interpretative
phenomenological analysis method was implemented. This involved generating semistructured interviews
and locating key concepts from these interviews, in tandem with researcher reflections. The results
indicated that educators developed their self-efficacy in supporting students with dysgraphia on the job,
augmented by self-guided and external searches for information about dysgraphia. The participants
described their colleagues as generally unable to provide them with dysgraphia-specific knowledge due to a
lack of awareness of dysgraphia within schools. Two of the three educators pursued Multisensory
Structured Language training, departing the classroom to work in private tuition. Three teachers offered
strategies for supporting students with dysgraphia, such as explicit, systematic, scaffolded, and repetitive
instruction coupled with assistive technologies or lined paper and slant boards. The study concluded that
dysgraphia-specific professional learning, coupled with collective efficacy, could proactively build teachers’
capacity and self-efficacy in supporting dysgraphia within an inclusive education context. These measures
would more aptly support students with dysgraphia to reach their potential.
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Writing is a fundamental, involved, and versatile language and literacy skill utilised within and beyond
schooling for a range of purposes (Finlayson & McCrudden, 2020; Graham, 2019). For example,
writing is used as a vehicle for learning, recording information, arguing or persuading, entertaining, or
expressing feelings (Graham, 2019). Moreover, scholars have asserted that learning to write requires
years to master as writing is a complex activity (Hertzberg, 2012). Concomitantly for Australian
educators, writing instruction is considered core business as teachers adhere to the Australian
Curriculum guidelines (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2023).

Yet teachers vary in their capacity for writing instruction. Numerous teachers feel inadequately
prepared to teach writing (Finlayson & McCrudden, 2020; Graham & Harris, 2009), with often limited
preparation during preservice teacher training (Carter et al., 2022). Compounding low teacher efficacy
is an inadequate propensity for recognising and responding to significant writing difficulties (Yakut,
2021), including dysgraphia (Kalenjuk, Laletas, et al., 2022). In this study, dysgraphia refers to a specific
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learning disorder (SLD) in written expression (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). This includes
significant difficulties with handwriting, spelling, grammar, planning, or composition (Bugday & Sari,
2022; Chung et al., 2020). Supporting students with dysgraphia requires teachers to engage in inclusive
practices (Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with Disability, 2021a).

Australian teachers face increasing pressures and expectations to support learners with diverse
needs and capacities due to education policies and teaching standards, which are largely framed by an
inclusive agenda (cf. Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2022, 2023;
Education Council, 2019; Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with Disability,
2021b). An agenda for inclusion refers to the rights of all children to participate in and be supported to
learn at school (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2020), contextualised as
inclusive education (IE). National policies have emerged from global shifts towards IE as a consequence
of international collaborations and actions, such as the Salamanca Statement (United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1994) and the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of Persons With Disabilities (2006).

Teachers require specific skill sets and training to identify and accommodate students with learning
diversity (Subban et al., 2023), including learning profiles with dysgraphia. Graham et al. (1991) offered
a series of guiding principles about best instructional practices for writing to suit learners with varying
capacities. These guiding principles included (a) engaging exemplary, consistent, and high-quality
writing instruction; (b) tailoring writing to meet the learning needs of individuals; (c) explicitly
teaching handwriting, spelling, and sentence construction; (d) increasing student knowledge of the
writing topic and genre; (e) supporting writing motivation; and (f) taking advantage of technology
(Graham et al., 1991).

Researchers also recommend self-regulated strategy development, or SRSD, as a possible
intervention for students with learning difficulties (Harris & Graham, 2009). This approach
emphasises the effectiveness of modelled, explicit, scaffolded, and tailored instruction for writing
(Mason et al., 2011). SRSD is delivered by responsive teachers who work collaboratively with students
on writing strategies, memorisation, and goal setting (Graham & Harris, 1993; Mason et al.,, 2011).
Additional approaches used in classrooms that have gained popularity have included Multisensory
Structured Language, or MSL, especially to support learners with dyslexia (Australian Dyslexia
Association; https://dyslexiaassociation.org.au/). Although MSL may be effective in supporting learners
with writing difficulties, researchers have also cautioned that it may fall short if underlying motor and
language deficits are not identified (Berninger et al., 2019). Berninger et al. (2019) recommended that
teachers adapt writing programs according to individual students once comprehensive psychology-
based assessments have been undertaken to identify and address underlying difficulties.

To aptly address dysgraphia, a strong sense of teacher self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) may be a
prerequisite: “Teacher self-efficacy refers to teachers’ beliefs about and confidence in their ability to
successfully perform a task’ (Chunta & DuPaul, 2022, p. 299). Self-efficacy has been identified as an
important element for the effective implementation of IE (Wray et al., 2022). Significantly, there is a
strong relationship between teacher self-efficacy, student academic achievement, and student
motivation (Wray et al., 2022). Teachers who welcome IE appreciate social equity and the value of
diversity, and view a range of social conditions as disablers rather than disablement attributed to
individual student differences (Woodcock et al., 2022).

There are several studies that show teachers generally adopt positive attitudes towards IE to varying
degrees while conceding there are challenges (Finkelstein et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2023; Subban &
Mabhlo, 2017). Teachers’ concerns have largely focused on feeling underprepared (Serry et al., 2022;
Sharma & Sokal, 2015) with limited resources, increased workloads, as well as contemplating the
challenges or the appropriateness of IE (Jury et al, 2023). Modern studies have emphasised that
collective efficacy may be a key tenet of successful IE implementation, meaning the way in which a
school might communally support students requiring additional care (Chong & Ong, 2016; Sharma
et al,, 2023; Subban et al., 2023). However, there is no research to support this approach specifically in
the context of dysgraphia.
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A recent scoping review has revealed limited research on dysgraphia, including educator-specific
perspectives (Kalenjuk, Laletas, et al., 2022). Thus, this study explores the experiences of Australian
educators who have worked directly with students with dysgraphia. Within this context, educator refers
to qualified teachers who offer writing instruction to students diagnosed with dysgraphia, including,
but not limited to, classroom teachers or tutors. Consequently, the study asks, What are Australian
educators’ lived experiences of dysgraphia?

Materials and Methods

This study is primarily concerned with the experiences of dysgraphia (rather than dysgraphia as such)
in its phenomenological and ontological pursuits. Phenomenology is the study of phenomena
(experiences of dysgraphia) through an interrogation of lived experience (an educator’s perspective).
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; Smith et al., 1999) was the preferred methodology of
this inquiry as it generates qualitative data to elicit in-depth and rich accounts of subjective experiences.
Alase (2017) defines IPA as ‘a tradition (or approach) that interprets and amplifies the “lived
experience” stories of research participants’ (p. 12), permitting the data to speak for itself. This type of
hermeneutic approach is participatory by nature in its subjectivity, indicating that the researcher is
actively visible and involved in the process (Finlay, 2002).

The spotlighting of subjectivity enables the participants to voice or express their views in
comprehensive ways (Finlay, 2014). It involves generating idiographic accounts through semistructured
interviews with researcher reflexivity (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).
Idiographic can be defined as extensive and nuanced analysis of personal experience, which includes
context or circumstances (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). For this study, IPA can be considered appropriate
and ethical given the complexity and sensitivity that often enshroud research on disability (Shosha, 2012).
IPA also invites the researcher to engage in reflexive ways throughout the process (Finlay, 2002). To do
this well, the researcher must be conscious of their own biases, learn to articulate these and, to the extent
this is possible, set them aside (Vagle, 2009), a process known as bridling (Dahlberg, 2006). A detailed
overview of the IPA method of data generation and analysis will ensue later in this paper.

This study is an important component in the context of a larger research project undertaken to
understand the experiences of dysgraphia that involved five children (aged 10-12; Kalenjuk et al., 2023)
and their parents (Kalenjuk et al., in press). Thus, this study is tangential in its proximity to the main
participants (children) whose voices have been central to understanding the experiences of dysgraphia
(Kalenjuk et al., 2023). To undertake each of these studies (children, carers, educators), formal ethical
approval was granted by the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee (Project ID
30317). Written assent was obtained from participants, including permission to use transcriptions and
visual data sources within publications.

Subsequently, educators volunteered to participate in this study via parent invitation through a
snowball referral process set up by the research team. The study sought a minimum sample size of three
to five participants, which is permitted in IPA studies (Alase, 2017; Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008).
Further, ‘transferability’ as relatability was the applicable type of generalisability in this small sample
size, rather than a statistical application (Smith, 2018). To this end, a small number (four) of
participants expressed initial interest. However, one educator did not follow up, nor provide any
details, on several invitations to participate. Accordingly, three qualified teachers were recruited under
the guise of pseudonyms: Pippa, Jessica, and Giulia. The educator participants were previously
unknown to the research team and lived in or beyond Greater Melbourne into regional Victoria.
In proximity to Melbourne, their home locations orientated east and north central, approximately 44 to
209 km away from its central business district.

Each interview was scheduled for at least 1 hour and ended when saturation point was reached,
which usually landed shortly after the hour. Each interview was conducted via Zoom videoconferenc-
ing, because of the COVID-19 pandemic (Carroll et al,, 2022). The first author conducted the

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

4 Elvira Kalenjuk et al.

interviews. In the interest of declaring personal bias for research trustworthiness, the first author
previously conducted a self-study before embarking on work with participants as she, herself, was an
educator and current parent of a child with dysgraphia (see Kalenjuk, Subban, et al.,, 2022).

IPA Method

IPA can be summarised as a cyclical process with several iterative stages (Biggerstaff & Thompson,
2008). These stages are described as follows:

Stage 1 involved data generation and engagement (Alase, 2017; Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). For
this study, three transcripts were generated through semistructured interviews, with 20 base prompts
and room for follow-up questions tailored to the participant. The semistructured nature allowed the
researcher to establish rapport, ask probing questions, and follow the participants’ lead to gain further
insights, novelty, or interest (Aguinis & Solarino, 2019; Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). In this way, the
prompts invited participants to tell, for example, . .. your experiences of dysgraphia’ or ‘what assistive
technology [was offered to] students with dysgraphia’ or how the educators were ‘... supported at the
school or through professional development’. The interviews were captured through audio and video
recording by Zoom, including auto-generated transcripts. These Zoom transcripts were transferred
into Word, cross-checked for accuracy, and corrected by the research team.

Stage 2 comprised initial commenting and noting (Alase, 2017). After reading and rereading each
transcript, the research team made notes and highlighted salient aspects of each text. For example,
Jessica’s transcripts mentioned that ‘schools are still allowed to decide their own way of teaching’, and
the researcher has noted, ‘intimating desire for greater accountability and consistency across schools’.

Stage 3 marked the explication of descriptive, linguistic, conceptual, or super-ordinate (interpretive)
themes (Alase, 2017; Finlay, 2014). During this stage, the research team positioned themselves within
the data by noting their own responses, such as thoughts that came to mind, questions that arose, or
emotions that were provoked while locating or constructing concepts (Finlay, 2014). This process of
‘dwelling’ (Finlay, 2014, p. 125) compels a purposeful suspension of judgement (Biggerstaff &
Thompson, 2008). The first author’s leading role in this process encompassed ongoing reflexivity
(Finlay, 2002).

Stage 4 included identifying common threads across each dataset and identifying the diverse,
idiographic, and nuanced aspects (Alase, 2017; Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Finlay, 2014). During
this stage, the research team used conceptual coding to organise the data (Smith, 2018). To do this, a
manual process was undertaken of cutting up and sorting the transcripts into logical groupings
(clusters) as similarities began to emerge so that the researcher could code them accordingly. This
involved directly interacting with the data. To crosscheck the results, the data were imported into
NVivo 20 for digital coding. Several concepts emerged, such as stratagem (strategies or approaches),
vexation (puzzled or confused), and sufferance (unpleasant feelings), reflecting the essence of the
educators’ collective experiences (see Table 1).

Stage 5 involved the research team checking for patterns across the data (Alase, 2017) and
explicating the phenomenological essence of the experience (Finlay, 2014). The phenomenological
essence can ‘be understood as a structure of essential meanings that explicates a phenomenon of
interest” and that without which the phenomenon would not exist (Dahlberg, 2006, p. 11). This process
demanded a deeper analysis focused on unearthing profound meanings related to the lifeworld of the
participants, and these results have been depicted in Table 2.

Results

IPA studies offer access to the lifeworld or lived experience of participants through constructing
existential ideas, themes, or concepts that feature human predicament (Alase, 2017; Finlay, 2014).
Examples of existential stems include what it means ‘to be’ (notion of being), the significance
of relationships, meaningful human experiences, or spatial and temporal concepts (Finlay, 2014).

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

5

Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education

(panunuo))

,Jepel a3y} uo Ajiessadau s ey
uiyrswos jou [si elydes3sAp] - aq pjnoys

~MOUY 0} pasu

Jnydidy Ajjeas Ajlenyoe sem jeyy Suiyihue

11 213ym Jou [s1 uoissajoud ayl] )1us Algeqoid,  noA jeyy uonewojul ay3 193 03 piey os s|9a) 3|, Aue puly 03 piey - Ajjeas 3 Suipuly Jaquiswal |, saduajjey)d
wnnd1und jo ued
9g pnoys ey s3uiyy prea Ajjenyoe ale asayy Ing
'SpIY 40} Jeayd e Jo 1iq,, e Se uaas usaq sdeysad
s 1sed oy uj adualayIp 3iq e apew Ajjeal Juad0e [119y3]
sey [yoiym] ‘ynis A30j0uyds) 1ey) 1x91-031-9010A  JO 9sSNeISq YNJIIP [usaq] sey Jaindwod ayy ojul ,Op Way} Jo M3} e Sssejd ul mouy | Inq
9y} 1] SSulyy " 249M 3JdY) dz1jeal LUpIp |, 3unepip [10 1X91-01-92I0A ‘SIUBPNIS BWIOS J04],  ‘DW YUM dsn A3y3 SulyldaWwos 30U S| 1X31-03-210/,
,19N0 pue JSA0 pue Jano Isn[ y ue sawo029q
11 U3Y} ‘O Ue SawWodaq uay} “°° pue adeys ) ayy
91 adeys Je|iwis U0 JO UOI}eLIIO) JO UOI}IBIIP ejyde3sAp
SN0} JO LOS awos 193 Ajjenide pjnod ay aIdym cuonnadal JueIsuod auo uo sndoj} )| [©)dwexs Jo4] -dwn Aans ssaippe 0}
juiod e 03 Suiad snl sem dajs 1su1y ayy Algeqold, jey3 paau isnl [elydes8sAp yum syuapnis ayl], 1S A1ans [10] 49339] AISAS UO SNDOJ 3,UOP NOA, wadelens

elydes3sAp
sy 4o doy uo gHQV YHm pey oA | 3eyl Juapms
1s41) 9y} udaq Ajqeqoud sey [Juspnis Juasnd Ap],

Jem se eiydes3sAp,, Jo pieay p,| awiy 3sil ay3
sem 1eyy pue ‘eiydes3sAp pue eixa)sAp 919A35-0)
-9}eJ9POW YHM >deq dWed Ydiym [493y8nep
Aw] 1oy [uoneossy eixajskg ueresnsny]

vay 2y} yum juswssasse-aid e [pasiuedio] |,

wouy Jsyns

AjjeaJ uaupiiyd awos ey} Sulyswos si Siy} os
‘Keyjo “ - . Supumpuey Jay yym uo 3ulo8 si yeym
mom,, 1ysnoyy | 3eys ‘[ausapnis] 1saiy Aw pey |,

ejydes3sAp 0y
uonesngneu|

.paau y3noayy qol ayy uo pauaddey

sey [siapJosip Suiuies) oyoads] sqis uo
98pa)mou Aw jo isop ‘s3algns jo d3uel e aynb
ssoioe mou sieak oz Inoge oy Suiyoeay uaaq aa|,

/9}LIM JO peaJ 0} moy

[s3uapnis] yoeay 03 moy mouy uplip | "yidap Aw
J0 1n0 Ajjeas sem | ‘syauow ¢ [104] sem diysusaiul
3y} [pue syjuow T Joj] € apess ysney |,

. [#8en8ueq
paJnynas Alosuasniniy] JSW 0} padnpouiul Sem |
usaym seys ‘[suinoqiaiy ui Ja1eq] "[jooyas ey ui]

Jayoea) Ajuo ayy sem | " pue jooyds jeuidLoqy
10Wal e ul qof e 103 | pue ‘eljes3sny UJIISIM
0} puegsny Aw yum usm | “* ¢T0g Ul 3oegq,

3uiyoea

NS o1seq A1an noA sanid

Suiureuy Jayoea] -Suiag)om juapnis uj s Jaisew

e "' U3y} ddUIS pue uonednps uj dig pelo

1504 B UBY} pue sy jo Jojayoeg [e payajdwod [],

ydeu3sAp 1o eixa)sAp
noge 3uiylAue uies) 1.uplp | ‘Buiydes] jo Jsise
Aw Bujop jo sieak z ajoym Aw 3noysnoayy
‘3uiyoea] jo Jaisey Aw pip | os ‘Suiyoeay

ul pasadul Ajjleas sem [|] puy "puejdul ul

yoeq A3ojoydAsd ul pesdiapun ue pip Ajjenioe |,

..op Ajjenyoe nok op jeym

‘ax1) ‘@n8en Ajjeas si siy3 ay1) sem | “lun e [y3ney
a1om Sunum pue 3uipeas moy] uonsanb skemje |
“Jaydea) jooyds Aiewnd [paiylenb] e we |,

Suiutesy Jayoea |

eddid :€ Juedpiied

edIssar g uedpied

elnio T juedpiped

R 10) mwucw_\_wh_xm

s1a1sn)d jenidaduo)

1dudsuel] yoe3 ssotoy Suiuisied jo sajdwex3 yum siaisny) jenydasuo) °T ajqel

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

Elvira Kalenjuk et al.

6

JN 18 Janeq

pue 191139 193 am Aem ay) 3uoje adoy | spiy
9593} 3uissasse 0} sawod } uaym Aysolausld ssow
11q 9)3}] € sI 219y} a1aym juiod ay3 03 398 am

1ealsd si
12y} " WNndLUND ueljessny syl jo adueyd ayl

191199 Sumas si 91 1994 Op | ‘Mou yn3s jo

aul) ay3 3uoje assymawos ey} adoy Ajjeas snl |, JO JUSWIddUNOUUE JU3I3J Y} YUM 31} ssand |, 1Os SIyy Jo |je Isnf 4oy ysnd 3iq e s,219y3 asnedagq, adoH
[ewydes3sAp YO Inq ‘Bunuioddesip
yum spuspnis Joj anissaiddo aq ued] ysndug 1q e sjeyy — [elydes3sAp yum auop aq . .piey sem yeyl, [ydis Sig] ‘o3 pue [uosodwiod
pJepuels ay1) S3ulyy uo 3JUISISUI DY) USAZ,  UBD Jeyl yonwi Jou sauayl] Aexo ‘ax1j 3snl sem |, adusjuas 3uiyoesy] wouy Aeme o3 skemje op | Ing, ERTEIENTIN
R INPEVETR) . pasnou
-1adns e sy asnedaq Sunuioddesip Ajjeas sem 9Q 30U JYSIW USYO YdIYyMm ‘wayy Joy aiay}
Ua1ym ‘ Jans)d 30U Sy Iam yo,, ‘w3noyy asn[  saduajjeyd )is s249Yy — Syaetd ayy y3noayy ey (i[sseuaseme ejydes3sAp anoidwi 03] Aysiaaiun
a)doad awn ay3 Jo 10] e jeyy uoissaidwi oy 193 |,  Ajqeqoud pinod [elydes3sAp yum] spiy a1 199 |, 1e wioal e Jo 1qg e op isnl am j.ued Aym,
~K103s 939)1dwod
e 3¢ 3,UOM }I INg ‘pIY B INOQE uoew.ojul 193 CPpanwi AJaA 1S S mou op 03 Juem | [3eym] eIxa]sAp Inoge 3uipuelsiapun yonw jey jou
InoA -+ [sisouelp eiydes3sAp pue gHay] asoyy 1934 | ‘[eiydes3sAp yum syuspnis poddns 03 moy 1113S S,249Y) asnedaq ‘yeald jou Aes 03 3ul03 wi|
JO J3Y3Ia UO [Uoiewlojul] YdNnw SABY JUPIP S, noge] suonsanb Auew os Auew os aney s |, ‘elydes3sAp Suipueisispun [s1ayoes)] Jo SWwS) U, uonexap

~Ky2100s ano up ySiy Ajjeas )i3s si uonedUNWWOD
UDNILIM 1O} Pa3U B} ‘9SIOM JO J91I( S04,

«[ps3ed0ApE]
‘mouy noA ‘pue dn pools aney pinod |
pue [eiydes3sAp 3noge] aiow umouy pey | Ysim |,

~[spuey yum uonow Sunumpuey pamoys]
0} aAeY ])3S NOA 341 ul, ‘Wayy 03 Aes |,

«

(SS900NS
aAey ued Asy3 3eyy os spiy 9sayy djay ued | yey3
sAem 1s3q ay) 0} Se aJow ] p,| 101eINPS UE SY,

,9OUBIBYIP € JO }g B Hjew pue jeyy
wouy yeads 03 s)ge g 03 dduauadxs |euosisad
1Y YlM SI9ydea) 3ye) Ued ) ‘Uslo ‘Yuiyl |,

;syuapnys Aw e
yum diysuonejas poo3 e aaey | yuiyy 01 31| p,,

asodind jesop

£3uoim

sy Jje 103 aa,noA, 1eyr 1no Sunuiod snl

U 1 [40] |ngasn Buiyikue si yuiyy pue [saon3oesd
4ons] 1e %00] |1.| ¢[p4om aY1] aA0qe Jey) M pue
3uads 3031402 8y s,249Y [Aes 3snl siaysesy oq],

«£4Yy10q

JO UOEBUIGWIOD B IO JBYI0 3Y3 JO 3UOo Isnf sl
J3YI9YM dUIWIIBp nok op moH ‘sdejsano jo 0] e
os|e aJe aJayy 1994 | Ing ‘elydes3sAp pue eixajsAp
U93M13( SSdURIRYIP " aJe a1yl ‘A|Snoinqo,

~mouy 03 Ajige Aw puoAsq aq pinom [Sa13ndIyIp
3uijads jo swud) ul eixajsAp pue eiydei3sAp
usaMIaq dduUJRYIP Y3 Sulpueisiapun],

eddid :¢ yueddied

eoissar g jueddiyed

elnio :T juediyed

R 10) mwucw_\_wn_xm

s193sn) jenydadsuo)

(panunuo)) °1 alqel

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

7

Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education

Aeme s303 Janau

1eyy ‘erydes3sAp yum spiy 9Say3 Jo SWOS 10y
‘sdeysad ‘suidew | *Aj19391dwod umop }aw Isnf
p.2ys [pue] umop 3} 328 03 peay 4nok ul A1oys
1ey3 pjoy 03 1038 an,noA pue ‘saliols yum dn
awod 0} 103 dA,NOA pue |jam se uoleuidew
JnoA asn 0} 303 aA,noA mou [pue] s19339] [y}
ayew 03 Isnf Suyuiyy Jay jo |je |je papasu
ays [asnedaq] yse3} SunLM ay} JI9A0 UMOPIBW
e ojul 03 p,ays pue ‘Suijooyds swoy [Sunnp]
‘wn ‘g mou s| oym ‘ysa3unoA ayy 3uiydiem inq
‘Alqesapisuod a3e ul a3ues uaip)iyd [umo] A,

Jdipy ayy

198 03 ANy A1an s,ay — a1,.9Mm Ing Suiyihue
J0 wiy Joy Suipuny Aue aney 3.uop S/ ‘SSe)d
[s;uos Aw] ul si9d1j0 poddns omy 108 anAsy
‘Y1) ‘poo8 Ajjeas usaq [sey jooyds ay]],

J1eyy yum Addey Ajjeas ‘Ajjeas sem |

'97IS JUDISISUOD Ajqeuoseal e sem ausy) pue
‘aul] e uo 3ulylPWOoS sem }I pue ‘peas pjnod
noA 1ey} duUIS B UM pInod [usapnis An],

uojssedwo)

Jwsyy
djay 03 Aem 3s9q ay3 mouy noA jeyy os
Ajjeai3ojoanau uo 3ulod s eym Suipueisiapun,

*Jaded uo umop seapi asoy)

+++ 3umesd yum 9133n43s 1113s Ing Sunuumpuey
1243 A)jeas aney |)As ued spiy awos

“T* JUDJBYIp [24e SIUBPNIS] ASNEI] ||]aM

se siseq |enpiAlpul ue uo SI )1 4O 0] VY,

Jwsyy
JO 1B J0J JUDIBHIP S D)1 199} | WY} ISISse
0} A30jouyda) asn 0} MOy aJoW s3I WY} Joy
ssang | “193ndwod 113y} 40 ped] ‘DY) ‘@dIndp
J19Y3 Suiney dA0] 0} WIS |je [Ssjuapnis ay]],

sanIxa)dwo)

~WINNJLUND 3Y3} MO]|04 ||3S pUe Way}
0} JIej 9 0} "*° WNNJLUIND DIA """ 3y} 0} pan
aJe noA usym juapnis e ssasse Auiey 03 Sulkig,

~Sunum yum paj33na3s [pue] Suipeas yum
pa1388na3s Ajjeas oym ssepd Aw ul spiyf Auew
0s aJam aJay3 ‘[uiyoeay Jo] Jeak [3siiy] 1eyy uj,

Jay3a80) swy

[uorny] uno jo asn poo3 e [Sa1] 199} Juop |
[pue] 3eyy Joy sweiSoid aie aiayy [Ing] SuidAy
-4ono} J19y} uo yiom 03 pasu Asyy yuiyy |
‘s)Is SuidA1-yonoy J1dyy uo 3iom 03 Juem

01 Jueydnjal Ajjeas waas e [syuapnis AR],

sa3ua)ieyd

~[Bunum jo
sojueydaw ayy ueyy] Suijuiy} Jo JuUSU0D pue
Ayljenb ay3 uo pasnd0y aiow Jey SW0I3q A,

sannop Sujuies)
Ji12ads 1noge siayoesa) 0} d|gejlene
uoljew.ojul aiow [39s 01 3yl pjnom |],

~Bunum pue Suipeas
ul paysasaiul “ - Ajjeas swedaq isnf |
0s ‘peaJ 0} spiy asay} Yyoesy ued | - Aeyo,

S9dURISWNIIID

eddid

edIssor

19

X9} 9y} wou} sojdwex3

s3daou0d |ediSojouswouayd

Apnis siyy ul elydes3sAq jo saduapadx3g syl noqy sidaduo) jedidojouswousdyd SOy dYl ‘z dqeL

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

8 Elvira Kalenjuk et al.

The study aimed to elicit in-depth perspectives about dysgraphia through an educator lens. The
educators’ collective and idiographic experiences of dysgraphia involved several interlocked and
dynamic qualities that pertained to both their professional and personal spheres of influence. These
spheres were orientated by existential and conceptual drivers of morality, hope, and benevolence.
Table 2 depicts the findings through four key phenomenological concepts about the collective
experiences of dysgraphia for the educator participants in this study:

1. Circumstances: Lifeworld or lived experiences (professionally and personally), including
participants’ beliefs and values, both shaped and informed educational priorities, professional
identity, as well as self-efficacy.

2. Challenges: An entanglement of dissonant factors, such as curriculum expectations, student
writing capacity and comorbidity, led to emotional responses (vexation, sufferance), as well as
professional challenges.

3. Complexities: The personalised and complex nature of their students’ learning profiles created
further challenges.

4. Compassion: Hope, empathy, and benevolence were drivers for building professional capacity.

Giulia

Giulia’s early teaching experience, working as the only teacher in a remote Aboriginal community in
Western Australia, fostered a sense of resilience and determination to teach children of all ages to read
and write. Giulia’s moral purpose became apparent when she noted, T'd like to think I have a good
relationship with all my students’ and thus emphasised the centrality of the teacher-student
relationship (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991). By focusing on building healthy relationships, Giulia
contributed to the creation of a culture of inclusion. Giulia noted how ‘literacy was always my number
one focus’, and her work activated a love of literacy, which subsequently fostered an interest in
dysgraphia in her later teaching years in Melbourne.

A collection of professional experiences led Giulia to private tuition, appreciating the intense and
personalised effort involved in intervention. According to Witzel and Mize (2018), ‘educators must be
apprised of the needs of students who struggle with literacy ... without awareness, concerns may not
lead to targeted instructional changes’ (p. 36). Of the three educators, Giulia spoke in depth about an
array of interventions she used within her practice, including, but not limited to, suitable types of
erasable or gel pens and pencil grips, types of lined paper, slant boards, teaching explicit handwriting,
use of dry-erase boards, dictation, planning for writing, scribing, touch-typing, speech-to-text features,
and sentence starters. Giulia’s eclectic and vast experiences in supporting diverse learners have
promoted her own levels of self-confidence and self-efficacy for writing instruction.

Jessica

Jessica advocated for a parental voice in shaping the dysgraphia conversation. For example, Jessica
noted, T'm on a Dyslexia Support ... Facebook’ page and navigated dysgraphia exchanges through
this portal. Thus, Jessica’s experience of travelling in parental circles has informed some of her
professional views. Jessica says, ‘Dysgraphia hasn’t been picked up at school — it’s something that [the
parents] found out themselves [and] they’ve noticed themselves that something’s not right’. Jessica
studied psychology before transitioning into the field of education and teaching, and although Jessica
had limited classroom experience, she demonstrated the power of multiple perspectives in building
empathy for diverse learners by contributing a parental lens. In this way, Jessica maintained liminal
positionality by straddling ‘insider’ (teacher) and ‘outsider’ (parent) dichotomies (Ellis et al., 2011;
Thomson & Gunter, 2011).

Jessica’s vexation about limited dysgraphia awareness may have contributed to her own experience
of sufferance. Jessica was restricted in her capacity to adequately support students with complex
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learning profiles due to a range of external factors. For example, when reflecting on her initial teacher
training, Jessica shared how she

can’t remember any [subjects] where we did neurodiversity. You could have chosen to do
disability as a stream, which I didn’t do. I did one seminar on autism, which was from a parent who
camein ... [well] she’s not just a parent but that’s where her, I guess, her point of view was coming
from ... and that was an ‘opt-in’ thing.

Thus, Jessica’s self-efficacy may have been more aptly nurtured through MSL formal training, which
has led to her experiencing direct encounters of children with dysgraphia as well as offering her a
toolkit for supporting them.

Pippa

Pippa was an expert teacher of 20 years who became awakened to dysgraphia when she encountered
her first student with a comorbidity of ADHD and dysgraphia in her latest teaching role. As a master-
level trained educator, Pippa explained how

literacy had more of a focus on students that were coming from non-English speaking backgrounds
but more looking at diversity and that probably had more of a focus on literacy but more looking at
diversity and that probably [did not include SLDs].

Pippa reiterated, ‘[Dysgraphia is] not something that probably comes up ... until a teacher’s got a
student in front of them’.

Pippa also touched on her own daughter’s experience of writing frustration (not dysgraphia) during
the home learning situation created by the COVID-19 pandemic, which gave her insight into the world
of dysgraphia. Once again, this empathetic engagement with personal experience opened a possibility
for Pippa to reconsider the case of her student (with dysgraphia), which has presented as a genuinely
perplexing and complex situation. Pippa accepted that dysgraphia ‘can be quite disheartening for
students ... [my student] needs a lot of encouragement’. Pippa’s softening of her views towards
writing disabilities might be attributed to a disruption in previous notions held about dysgraphia.
She stated, ‘When I started teaching, dyslexia/dysgraphia was such a broad term and ... it'd almost
become [the term] we give kids when we don’t know what else to call [it]’.

Figure 1 summarises the teachers’ support mechanisms used in responses to students with

dysgraphia.

Discussion

This study, as the first of its kind, was guided by the following research question: What are Australian
educators’ lived experiences of dysgraphia? The findings indicated that although each participants’
academic, professional, and personal experiences were nuanced and diverse, each were inaugurated to
the world of dysgraphia on the job, leading to learning about and addressing dysgraphia in self-directed
ways, creating reactive rather than proactive processes.

Once aware of dysgraphia, the educator participants developed a suit of intuitive and responsive
practices for individual students with dysgraphia, such as building positive student-teacher
relationships, applying explicit instruction, scaffolding tasks, enforcing repetition, co-planning, and
setting writing goals. However, supporting students with dysgraphia had not been without challenges,
vexation, and sufferance, which were juxtaposed against their own moral compasses orientated towards
benevolence and optimism.

Interlocking spheres have been developed to characterise the essential experiences of dysgraphia, as
depicted by the participants (see Figure 2).
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Observable challenges Support mechanisms
« Difficulties transferring ideas from head to paper * Remaining positive, offering praise for effort
 Gaining student focus or attention « Setting writing goals, involving students (co-planning)
 Benefits or value in teaching touch-typing skills « Tutoring or external support services
 Changing (pencil) grip « Scaffolding tasks

» Emphasising repetition and routine

« Using keywords and sentence starters

Equipment or assistive technology Reflections
« Slant boards « Building positive relationships
« Pencil grips « Changing expectations from curriculum to child
« Lined paper, coloured paper, raised lines centred
« Special or erasable pens « Focusing on strengths and interests
« Whiteboards » Maintaining high expectations in writing
« iPad, keyboard, voice to text « Engaging in self-reflection

Figure 1. Summary of Support Mechanisms Included in Educator Study.

Existential values, beliefs,
purpose, hopes and
motivation influenced
professional practice and
contrariwise.

Moral
Purpose
&

Professional practice
impacted emotional life as
vexation and sufferance.

Hope

Pers_onal
Experiences
Professional experiences of

dysgraphia included self-
reliant professional learning,

teaching encounters,

Professional
Experiences

Family dynamics contributed
to an inauguration of developing responsive

dysgraphia through personal strategies through intuition
experience. and other challenges.

Figure 2. Depiction of Interlocking Spheres of Influence of the Participants’ Experiences of Dysgraphia.

The complexity of the participants’ experiences underscores the need to provide professional
guidance on writing interventions and the value of collective efficacy through establishing a school-
based or systems-approach to SLDs (Sharma et al., 2023). Whole-school approaches to dysgraphia can
optimise the effectiveness of teachers who play a central role in writing development (Graham, 2019).

Researchers continue to emphasise the importance of teacher self-efficacy in driving students’
learning (Chong & Ong, 2016; Chunta & DuPaul, 2022; Woodcock et al., 2022; Wray et al.,, 2022).
Bandura (1977) stated that ‘an efficacy expectation is the conviction that one can successfully execute
the behavior required to produce the outcomes and capacity to cope with a situation’ (p. 193). All three
participants experienced varying levels of self-efficacy due to a range of factors that limited their
capacity to aptly address dysgraphia. Moreover, high levels of teacher self-efficacy and empathy are
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paramount for creating an inclusive culture (Sharma et al., 2023; Woodcock et al., 2022; Wray et al.,
2022). According to Woodcock et al. (2022), an inclusive culture is ‘one in which teachers recognise
their ability to facilitate learning and reduce barriers to learning and participation for all students in
their classrooms’ (p. 2).

Research also suggests that ‘evoking empathic care and emotions related to compassion may result
in positive changes in attitudes’ (Parchomiuk, 2019, p. 58). Jessica’s and Pippa’s levels of empathy for
students with dysgraphia were derived from compassion for their own offspring’s challenges with
writing. These levels were matched by Giulia, who described deep empathy for her students with
writing challenges. In these instances, the dual role of parent/educator supported empathetic classroom
responses, yet was not a mandatory criterion for empathy. In the broader context of disability,
Parchomiuk (2019) suggests that empathy can be acquired through knowledge acquisition and teacher
education. Thus, dysgraphia-specific professional learning may enhance teachers’ levels of empathy, as
well as self-efficacy in supporting students with dysgraphia. Teacher education would include
appropriate types of interventions for responding to dysgraphia.

One aspect of the data that was not obvious was whether the teachers adopted a response-to-
intervention (RTI) model (McKeown et al., 2016) for developing student capacities in whole-class
settings. RTT is one example of a school-based system and involves three tiers of support focused on
explicit instruction: Tier 1, as whole-class learning; Tier 2, for smaller groups who require supplemental
instruction; and Tier 3, for intensive support (one or two students; Ardoin et al., 2005; McKeown et al.,
2016; Serry et al, 2022). In a recent literature review on writing interventions, Finlayson and
McCrudden (2020) highlighted the effectiveness of explicit instruction in driving improvement in
writing, regardless of the time period of the intervention (i.e., 6 weeks or 12 months; Finlayson &
McCrudden, 2020).

Importantly, when students receive additional classroom time and resources at increasing levels of
intensity and do not make learning gains, it suggests the presence of a disability (Ardoin et al., 2005).
Thus, RTI can assist teachers to identify students at risk or those who may require specialised services
beyond the classroom (Ardoin et al., 2005). In these scenarios, classroom educators can subsequently
activate a referral process and garner expert collaboration in best support for classroom-level
intervention in ways that are specific to the individual student (Ardoin et al., 2005). A more refined yet
comprehensive version of the RTI model, the multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) espouses a
broader view, which includes behavioural and social-emotional supports and invites multiple
stakeholders in decision-making processes (Chunta & DuPaul, 2022).

For students with SLDs engaged in MTSS (Tier 3), or in private tuition, teachers and tutors might
implement an MSL (Institute for Multisensory Structured Language Education; https://www.
multisensoryeducation.net.au/) intervention program, the preferred approach for both Giulia and
Jessica. Schlesinger and Gray (2017) caution that ‘scientific evidence is lacking’ (p. 220) and thus MSL
does not yet qualify as an evidence-based practice. MSL comprises teaching methods that focus on
sequential, explicit, systematic, and cumulative instruction across multiple layers of language (Birsh,
2019). MSL targets phonological, orthographical, morphological, or syntactical information, as well as
semantics. MSL also uses a range of sensory stimulations to support learning (Lim et al., 2022).
To better support learners with writing difficulties, Graham (2019) suggests addressing the structured
characteristics of language rather than the multisensory aspects.

To do this, teachers might implement SRSD, an evidence-based process to address aspects of
executive function, such as planning, analysing, revising, and orchestrating complex skills required for
text composition (Graham et al., 2007; McKeown et al.,, 2023). Scholars have identified executive
function or ‘mental governance’, as well as working memory, or ‘mental workspace’, as the primary
sources of weakness for students with SLDs (Berninger et al., 2017, 2019). Weakness in executive
function was described by educator participants as, for example, difficulties in translating thoughts to
paper or gaining focus, similarly reported in previous research (Berninger et al., 2017). These writing
challenges can impact student motivation, resulting in behavioural and emotional changes when faced
with writing tasks, impacting mental health (Berninger et al., 2019).

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://www.multisensoryeducation.net.au/
https://www.multisensoryeducation.net.au/
https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2023.17

12 Elvira Kalenjuk et al.

The Australian Curriculum has included provisions for students with disabilities that offer flexibility
for teachers as each can adapt the content, pedagogy, and environment to suit individuals (Price & Slee,
2021). These provisions, for example, encourage the use of Universal Design for Learning principles in
classroom teaching, such as incorporating multiple modes in lesson delivery (i.e., using a combination
of spoken language and visual or moving images; CAST, 2022). Universal Design for Learning aims to
maximise access and engagement in preferred ways for all students (Foxworth et al., 2022). Other
provisions emphasise personalised learning focused on individual student strengths and interests, as
well as reasonable adjustments (Price & Slee, 2021). The use of assistive technologies constitutes types
of reasonable adjustments and can boost writing motivation (Chelkowski et al., 2019; Cumming &
Draper Rodriguez, 2017). As mentioned by all participants, voice-to-text apps, keyboarding, laptops,
and other digital tools can significantly support students with writing difficulties (Graham, 2019).

A whole-school assessment approach is also an essential feature of quality planning for writing
success for students with learning difficulties. However, scholars of inclusion have conceded that
appropriate assessment practices were a ‘recurring issue ... [and one] that focused on fitting students
with a disability into a mainstream learning area content and general capabilities, rather than having a
curriculum that was inclusive of their specific needs’ (Price & Slee, 2021, p. 73). The Australian
Curriculum has addressed these issues in recent iterations (Price & Slee, 2021). Pippa’s compassion for
her ‘super-clever’ student created mental dissonance when negotiating assessment practices. Pippa may
have been better supported with professional learning in the Australian Curriculum’s disability and
inclusion provisions in the context of dysgraphia.

Limitations

Researcher involvement is a hallmark of hermeneutic studies and attracts a degree of bias and limited
replicability. The research team aimed for transparency for replicability and practised specific tactics
such as bridling and reflexivity to reduce researcher influence and lift trustworthiness. A small study
size also limits the range of diverse perspectives, including gender, class, or race identity markers.
The research team strived for ‘conceptual” and ‘transferable’ rather than ‘statistical generalisability’ in
this smaller study, which may, at least, reach a diverse audience in its relatability (Smith, 2018).
Large-scale, dysgraphia-specific future research may be warranted to explore several of the concerns
raised by the educators of this study, such as the level of dysgraphia awareness, lack of teacher training,
or use of appropriate intervention measures. Ideally, future research will garner a wider and more
diverse demographic and perspectives.

Conclusion

Using an IPA methodology, three educators were interviewed about their experiences of dysgraphia in
relation to their students diagnosed with dysgraphia to offer deep insights and nuanced accounts.
The results unveiled how educators developed their professional capacity and levels of self-efficacy in
supporting students with dysgraphia through direct encounters. With a strong moral purpose, hope,
and benevolence, all three educators persisted in customising the learning for their students,
appreciating the complexity of the dysgraphia learning profile. Two of the educators were self-driven to
learn more about supporting diverse learners in literacy and, consequently, trained as MSL tutors.
However, these same educators asserted that teacher training in dysgraphia would have better prepared
them to adequately support and accommodate their students with writing difficulties. Dysgraphia-
specific training and collective efficacy coupled with further research may be warranted to support
teachers’ efforts to address dysgraphia more effectively in the classroom.

Data availability statement. Raw data relating to this project are protected by confidentiality because of the sensitive nature
of the topic. As a result, the full dataset is not available. Queries regarding deidentified data or research methods employed to
examine the data should be addressed to the authors.
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