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ABSTRACT 

The study reported in this paper aimed to examine first-grade teachers’ instructional beliefs 
about how writing should be taught to first grade students in Indonesia, what factors seemed 
to influence their beliefs and whether or not their beliefs were consistent with their actual 
practices in the classroom. Thirty first-grade teachers from South Sulawesi Province, 
Indonesia, were involved in this study. These teachers teach at a variety of elementary 
schools, which represent a range of contexts and socio-economic conditions. To collect data, 
a questionnaire, which consisted of closed, semi-closed and open-ended questions, was used. 
The findings revealed that all of the teachers’ instructional beliefs in this study appeared to be 
consistent with a more traditional approach, and were apparent in their practices. However, 
about 20% of them seemed to hold certain values that were somewhat relevant to a more 
progressive approach although these were not evident in their practices.   The findings also 
revealed that these teachers’ beliefs seemed to be mostly influenced by the teachers’ 
experiences when studying at teacher training college.  
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Introduction 
Indonesia has undergone several changes in its national educational curriculum. The 

two latest curricula, the Kurikulum Tingkat Satuan Pendidikan (KTSP), when translated 
means school-based curriculum, and 2013 Curriculum, which are currently being 
implemented, put great emphasis on the need for significant changes in teaching and learning 
approaches. In these curricula, teachers are required to move away from a traditional method 
of teaching, characterized as teacher-centered, to a more progressive one and use a student-
centered approach. Several studies on curriculum change in Indonesia have been conducted to 
identify factors that might influence the implementation of the new curricula in Indonesia, 
such as teachers’ understanding of the curricula and the classroom contexts (Pusat Kurikulum, 
2007; Sulfasyah, Haig, Barratt-Pugh, 2015; Utomo, 2005). However, studies to investigate 
whether the Indonesian teachers’ instructional beliefs play a role in their implementation are 
lacking in general, including in the area of teaching writing in Grade One. Studies from 
different contexts and subject areas have found that teachers’ beliefs influence teachers in 
making decision about curriculum and instructional tasks (Kuzborska, 2011; Nespor 1987; 
Pajares). Therefore the study, which was part of a larger study, reported in this paper 
examined the following first grade teachers’ beliefs in relation to the teaching of writing in 
Grade One; what factors seemed to influence their beliefs; and whether their beliefs were 
consistent with their practices. The findings are expected to inform effective curriculum 
change in Indonesia and other contexts as well as inform curriculum reform at teacher 
colleges.  
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There has been a growing interest in teachers’ beliefs in various educational research 
since the 1990s (Al-Amoush, 2014; Deng, 2004; De Jong, 2007). Despite this, there seems to 
be no single definition of what teachers’ beliefs are. In fact, Pajares (1992) acknowledged that 
“the difficulty in studying teachers’ beliefs has been caused by definitional problems, poor 
conceptualizations, and differing understandings of beliefs and beliefs structures” (p. 307). 
Recognising that “all teachers hold beliefs, about their work, their students, their subject 
matter, and their roles and responsibilities...” (p. 314), Pajares proposed that the concept of 
teachers’ beliefs should be separated into specific aspects of those beliefs for example, 
teachers’ instructional beliefs about teaching and learning or other aspects relating to 
classroom practices. In this study, definition of teachers’ beliefs is limited to teachers’ 
philosophy or opinions about teaching and learning writing in Grade One.  

Several factors are considered to influence the development of teachers’ beliefs. One 
of them is related to what they have learned in their teacher education courses (Goodman, 
1988; Smith, 2005).  Richardson’s review of literature (1996) documented that teachers’ 
beliefs were shaped by teachers’ personal experiences, their experiences with schooling and 
instruction, and experiences with formal knowledge. In Savasci & Berlin’s literature review 
(2012), factors identified as influencing teacher’s beliefs included, among others, teacher 
content knowledge, teacher education programmes, teacher epistemological beliefs and 
teacher beliefs about student ability.  

Similar to the variety of definitions in teachers’ beliefs, research findings related to the 
relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practice are also varied. On the one hand some 
researchers have found that teachers’ beliefs influenced teachers’ practices and behaviours in 
the classroom (Davis & Wilson, 1999; Pajares, 1992; Richardson, Anders, Tidwell, & Lloyd; 
1991). On the other hand, others found that teachers’ beliefs do not necessarily affect their 
classroom practices (Purnomo, Suryadi & Darwis, 2016; Savasci & Berlin, 2012; King, 
Shumow & Lietz, 2001). Richardson (1996) stated that, “teachers’ beliefs are interactive with 
their practices. Beliefs are thought to drive actions; however, experiences and reflection on 
action may lead to changes in and/or additions to beliefs” (p. 104). Therefore, according to 
Richardson’s argument, it can be argued that teachers’ beliefs in teaching writing in Grade 
One may influence their practices and their relevant experience in the field, may or may not 
amend their beliefs accordingly.  

With reference to the teaching of writing in Grade One or early years of primary 
school, there are many approaches taken by teachers in various contexts. These approaches 
may be arranged on a different spectrum ranging from a traditional to more progressive 
approaches (Boscolo, 2008; Harris, McKenzie, Fitzsimmons and Turbil; 2003). The 
traditional approach, believed to be influenced by the behaviourist view of learning, is 
characterized as skill-based, which places emphasis largely on handwriting and the mastery of 
writing convention such as spelling, punctuation and grammar through explicit teaching 
(Browne, 1993; Cox, 2005). Children in a classroom, which adopts this approach, are mostly 
involved in activities such as practising letter formation, tracing and copying. In the 
Indonesian context, these practices were commonly found in lower primary schools during the 
implementation of the curricula prior to 2013. A study by Sulfasyah, Haig & Barratt-Pugh 
(2015) about how teachers implemented the writing component of a curriculum prior to the 
2013 Curriculum confirmed this.  

The more progressive approaches to the teaching and learning of early literacy are 
influenced by the movement from a behaviourist to a cognitive view of learning at the end of 
the 1970s and into the 1980s (Boscolo, 2008; Harris, McKenzie, Fitzsimmons and Turbil; 
2003). These approaches were particularly informed by a number of studies of early literacy, 
which found that children, when starting formal school, are already aware of the purpose and 
forms of writing (Clay, 1975; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982; Teale & Sulszby, 1986). The 
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research findings implicated how writing in the early years of schooling should be taught. 
That is, writing instruction should build on what children already know (Browne, 2009). As 
well as recognizing that children are able to make meaning before starting school, these 
approaches to learning suggest that literacy learning will occur through active and meaningful 
engagement with the written language (Crawford, 1995). Further, children should be 
immersed in a print-rich environment, and wherever possible, should use real books and write 
original texts (Browne, 2009). In addition, writing for a purpose and real audiences is 
essential to these approaches, which stress the importance of students understanding why they 
are writing and for whom they are writing (Browne, 2009; Schluze, 2006; Teale & Sulzby, 
1989; Tompkins, 2008; Vukelich & Christie, 2009).  

Recently, there has been a movement to accommodate both approaches, which balance 
implicit and explicit instruction. This balanced approach is believed to provide children with 
effective early literacy instruction (Louden, 2005; Tompkins, 2008; Tompkins, Campbell & 
Green, 2012; Vukelich & Christie, 2009). As Vukelich & Christie (2009) state children need 
meaningful, social engagement with books, access to various forms of print, and opportunities 
to write. However, most of them also need to be exposed to some explicit developmentally 
appropriate instruction on vocabulary, phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge and print 
awareness. 

In this study, teachers’ beliefs in teaching writing will be assessed as to whether they 
reflect the traditional, more progressive approaches or a combination of both approaches. The 
study will not, however, assess whether one of the approaches is superior to the others.   
 

Research Method 
The study reported in this paper, aimed to answer the research questions below: 
 

1. What were the teachers’ beliefs in the teaching of writing in Grade One? 
2. What were the factors that influenced their beliefs in the teaching of writing in 

Grade One? 
3. Were the teachers’ beliefs in the teaching of writing consistent with their 

practices in teaching writing in Grade One? 
 

The study involved 30 Grade One teachers from various schools, which represented a variety 
of contexts and socio-economic conditions, in South Sulawesi Province, Indonesia. These 
teachers were selected by using a convenience sampling method. Teachers were asked to 
provide information about themselves. All of them, 29 females and 1 male, held a Bachelor 
Degree in Education. The number of years they had taught at Grade One ranged from 3 to 20 
years. Most of the teachers had between 20 to 46 students in their class and out of the 30 
teachers five had one assistant teacher in the class. About 19 teachers had more than 75% of 
their students who had been to kindergarten before starting Grade One, 10 teachers had less 
than 50% of students who had had prior kindergarten experience before starting Grade One 
and one teacher had students who had all been to kindergarten. In terms of professional 
development, six teachers had attended training, organized by the local Department of 
Education, about how to teach writing in Grade One. The rest, 24 teachers, reported that they 
had not attended any training about teaching literacy in primary school since leaving school. 
Nineteen teachers reported having had the opportunity to discuss how to teach writing in 
Grade One with fellow Grade One teachers from the same or other primary schools in a 
Teacher Working Group, known as Kelompok Kerja Guru (KKG) in Indonesia.  

The data were collected using a questionnaire, which consisted of closed, semi-closed 
and open-ended questions. As well as asking demographic information about the teachers, the 
questionnaire asked teachers to describe: 
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• their opinion about the teaching of writing in Grade One; 
• how they taught writing in Grade One; 
• the focus of the materials or textbooks they used to teach writing; 
• methods of teaching writing for Grade One they learnt at teacher college; 
• training they had  received; 
• how they improved their knowledge about teaching methods particularly in 

teaching writing in Grade One since leaving school. 
 

The data from the questionnaire, piloted, before the commencement of the study, were 
numerically coded in order to be analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Scientists 
(SPSS) programme. The responses from the closed-ended questions were given a numerical 
coding, which was placed at the right-hand side of the questionnaire. For the open-ended 
questions, the teachers’ responses were coded into categories based on the recurrent themes 
emerging from the participants’ responses. Next, each category was numerically coded. 
These numbers were then inputted into an Excel worksheet before being transferred onto the 
SPSS computer programme. This procedure was employed to tabulate and analyze the data 
using descriptive statistical methods that used frequency and percentage distribution. The 
responses from the semi-closed questions were analyzed using techniques that combined the 
analysis of closed and open-ended questions described above. 

 
Findings and Discussion 

The Teachers’ Beliefs in the Teaching of Writing in Grade One 
With reference to the first research question in this study, it was found that the 

teachers’ beliefs in the teaching of writing in Grade One appeared to predominantly reflect a 
more traditional approach, which was influenced by a behaviourist view of learning. This is 
evident in the teachers’ responses to when they were asked to describe what the teaching of 
writing should look like in Grade One. Twenty-four (80%) teachers in this study reported 
that the teaching of writing in Grade One should focus on hand coordination, letter 
formation, tracing words and copying teacher’s words. One teacher, for example, wrote: 
“We should teach students one skill at a time, step by step, from knowing how to hold a pen 
to forming letters or alphabet, tracing lines or letters. Then we can teach them how to write 
a word.” Others made comments such as: “Teaching writing in Grade One emphasizes on 
letter formation and activities given to them such as copying. Further, when asked to justify 
their reasons, these teachers stated that in Grade One, students still do not know how to 
write. They do not even know how to hold a pencil.” Six teachers (20%), who had taught at 
Grade One for up to three years, had a different opinion. One reported that the teaching of 
writing should focus on giving a simple whole sentence to students, and then breaking the 
words down into syllables and then putting them back again into a whole sentence. When 
asked to provide a reason, she stated students should be exposed to whole sentences not 
single letters. 

When asked if students should be given opportunities to create composition through 
independent writing activities, 15 (50%) teachers agreed while the other 15 (50%) disagreed. 

The first 50%, however, had different opinions about the time to give students 
independent writing activities. Nine out of these 15 teachers, who agreed, stated that 
students could have independent writing toward the end of Grade One when they already 
know how to form letters or how to write simple words and sentences. The rest, six teachers, 
stated that teachers could ask students to write independently as early as possible to allow 
them to practise their writing and explore their thinking.  

The other 15 (50%) teachers, who disagreed, reported that teachers should avoid 
giving independent writing to students until the next grade as Grade One students still do not 
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know how to write letters, words or sentences independently. One teacher wrote: “At the 
early stage, we should encourage students to master forming letters, words and then simple 
sentence.” 

The finding in this study where teachers’ beliefs were mostly concurrent with a more 
traditional approach had also been found in other study from a different education context 
(e.g. Kuzborska, 2011). 
 
Factors Influencing Teachers’ Beliefs in the Teaching of Writing in Grade One 

This study identified one factor that seemed to influence the teachers’ beliefs in 
teaching writing in Grade One. This factor related to teachers’ experiences when studying at 
teacher training college. Twenty-four teachers (80%) whose beliefs in teaching writing in 
Grade One reflected a more traditional approach described that when taking primary teacher 
education courses at a teacher college, they learnt that writing in the first two years should 
focus on skill-based activities, which include hand coordination, writing in the air, in the 
sand, letter formation, tracing and copying letters, words, and sentences. In higher classes, the 
teaching covered composition and writing a poem. For example, one teacher who had taught 
in elementary school for eleven years, seven years in Grade One and previously four years in 
another grade, reported: “When I was a student-teacher, I learnt that teaching writing in 
early years in elementary school focus on writing in the air, in the sand, forming letters and 
tracing letters, words and numbers.” Another teacher, who had taught in elementary school 
and Grade One for three years stated; “The teaching of writing begins with teaching 
individual alphabets and then arrange them into syllable to form words”. Six (20%) teachers, 
who seemed to have different instructional beliefs, reported that they learnt how to teach 
writing in Grade One using a whole language approach when taking courses at teacher 
college. This finding supported early studies, which found that what teachers have learned in 
their teacher education courses influenced the shaping of their beliefs (Goodman, 1988; 
Purnomo, Suryadi & Darwis, 2016; Smith, 2005). 

It is interesting to note that while professional development (PD) did not seem to 
shape teachers’ beliefs in this study, there was evidence found which suggests that experience 
with the PD sessions may strengthen teachers’ beliefs when the PD given reflects the beliefs 
of the teachers. For example, in this study 19 teachers whose beliefs were consistent with a 
more traditional approach and who had had opportunities to discuss how to teach writing in 
Grade One with their Grade One fellow teachers in a Teacher Working Group (TWG) stated 
that in the TWG, they shared that the teaching of writing in Grade One should focus on 
handwriting, letter formation and mastery of letters or the alphabet. Further, they claimed that 
their experience in the TWG help them improve their teaching.  Similarly, teachers who 
reported to have attended training in the teaching of early writing which placed the emphasis 
on letter formation and writing conventions also reported that the training help improve their 
practices. This finding is in line with Richardson’s argument (1996) that experiences in the 
field could change or improve the beliefs. In this case, the teachers’ PD experiences appeared 
to confirm their beliefs. 

 
Consistency Between the teachers’ Beliefs in the Teaching of Writing and Their 

Practices in Teaching Writing in Grade One 
This study found that there was consistency between the beliefs of 24 (80%) 

participating teachers in teaching writing in Grade One and their practices. The teachers, who 
held instructional beliefs aligned with a more traditional approach, illustrated that the 
teaching of writing should start from practising hand coordination, letter formation and then 
tracing and copying lines, letters, words and sentences. This was evident from the teachers’ 
description of their practices in teaching writing. In contrast, 6 (20%) of the teachers who 
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stated that writing should be taught using a whole language approach, had different activities 
in their classroom. When asked to describe their writing, they introduced similar activities to 
those used by the rest of the 24 teachers mentioned earlier. This means that these 6 teachers’ 
practices did not reflect what they believed. These findings were similar to previous research 
findings which indicated that teachers’	 beliefs	 may	 or	 may	 not	 be	 consistent	 with	 their’	
practices	 (Davis & Wilson, 1999; Ogan-Bekiroglu	 &	 Akkoc,	 2009;	 Savasci & Berlin, 2012)	
although in this study, it was found that the first was more dominant.   

Regarding the teachers’ practices in the classroom in this study, there was evidence 
that the teaching materials or the textbooks the teachers used in teaching writing in Grade 
One could either support the implementation of their instructional beliefs or prevent them 
from implementing their beliefs. All teachers in this study, including six teachers whose 
beliefs were aligned with a more progressive approach, reported that the materials or 
textbooks they used were skill-based, focusing on activities such as writing in the sand or in 
the air, forming letters, tracing lines, letters, words and sentences. While this seemed to 
maintain the practices of the teachers whose instructional beliefs were in line with the 
textbooks, it clearly did not support those of the teachers who had different instructional 
beliefs with the underlying philosophy of the textbooks.  

Similarly, class size also seemed to influence teachers’ practices in this study 
regardless their beliefs. Most of the teachers’ classes involved in this study were considered 
large. About 50% of them had 31 to 46 students, seven had 26 to 30 students, and eight had 
25 or less students, with the smallest having 20 students. Out of 30 participating teachers, 
five had one teaching assistant in their classroom. When asked if the teachers considered their 
students’ individual ability and background when planning the writing lessons and gave 
different activities based on their background, all of them said that they gave similar activities 
or tasks because that way made their class manageable. This confirmed previous study that 
classroom context influence teachers’ practices (Blignaut, 2008) 

The	 findings	 in	 this	 study	may have some implications on two aspects. First, teachers’ 
experience at teacher training college seemed to influence their beliefs greatly. Therefore, 
pre-service teachers should be exposed to a variety of pedagogies, research-based methods 
and best-practices in teaching writing in primary schools, including in early grades, to allow 
them experience alternative instructional practices, which may shape their instructional 
beliefs. This could mean that teacher training college, particularly in Indonesian context, 
should review the courses they offered including courses in teaching writing in early grades 
of primary schools. Second, there was evidence in this study that the teaching materials or 
textbooks that the teachers used and professional development they had attended 
strengthened the teachers’ beliefs and supported or discouraged them to implement their 
beliefs. Therefore, in relation to implementing new curricula, supports given to teachers and 
textbooks provided should reflect the change intended to help teachers execute change. 

 
Conclusions 

This study found that the teachers’ beliefs in this study were mostly aligned with a 
more traditional approach. Their beliefs were apparently influenced by what they had learned 
in their teacher education courses. While most of the teachers’ beliefs in this study were 
consistent with their teaching practices, a small percentage of teachers held instructional 
beliefs that were not evident in their teaching practices. This inconsistency was particularly 
found in teachers whose beliefs were somewhat relevant to a more progressive approach. The 
findings, however, cannot be generalized due to the small number of participants and the 
limited methodology used, which only relied on the survey.  Further research is needed to 
investigate teachers’ beliefs and their practices in Indonesian context using qualitative  and 
advanced quantitative methods. 
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