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Abstract—In many under-resourced contexts, college teachers who have 

students with special needs are often insufficiently supported due to external 

constraints, such as limited teacher training or geographical constraints. To 

promote educational equity as well as college teachers’ development in under-

resourced contexts, this paper provides a model that highlights the role of col-

lege teachers’ self-directed development in relation to the use of web resources 

as knowledge suppliers. In particular, with disorder of written expression in 

English as the focus, the study demonstrates how college English teachers gain 

a systematic and multi-layered understanding of writing as a meaning-based ac-

tivity through their self-directed use of web resources to best help their students. 

This paper concludes with implications in relation to the potential challenges of 

implementing the model at various levels in under-resourced contexts (e.g., the 

role of institutional assistance). 
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1 Introduction 

While many countries have responded to the call for providing equitable education 

to college students with special needs, the way of assistance is not the same [1]. In 

some Western countries, a relatively mature system has been established, especially in 

the form of inclusive education [1]. Although its definition is still controversial, the 

basic tenets of inclusive education are exemplified by students’ learning in the same 

classroom regardless of their background (e.g., those with or without special needs) 

[2]. In these contexts, other assistance also works in parallel, providing necessary help 

to students with learning challenges, such as psychological assistance or even individ-

ualized assistance [1]. Through such collaborative efforts between the teachers and 

off-class help, students with special needs are effectively supported [1]. In compari-

son, assistance to the students with special needs is developing but restricted in under-
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resourced contexts by diverse factors, such as financial investment, teachers’ pre- or 

in-service training, and geographical factors [3], [4]. For example, in some regions of 

China, students of special needs have been given sufficient attention and also oppor-

tunities to study in the general education classroom. However, due to a lack of addi-

tional after-school assistance, these students are only attended by the general educa-

tion teachers, who lack expertise in special education [2]. 

Nevertheless, to mitigate the issues in under-resourced contexts, teachers could ini-

tiate their own self-directed development in relation to their students with special 

needs [3]. Fortunately, the Internet has made knowledge dissemination accessible and 

almost free to everyone [5]. In other words, the use of web resources can be a useful 

channel through which teachers can update their knowledge to benefit their students 

[5]. Take disorder of written expression in English (DWEE), for example. Except for 

other areas of writing difficulties (e.g., handwriting difficulty), one feature of DWEE 

is related to college students’ failure to demonstrate meaningful writing [6]. This 

means that it is important for college teachers to grasp English writing as a meaning-

based literacy activity and help students with DWEE unpack it in an accessible way 

[7]. However, in under-resourced contexts, the synergy between teachers’ self-

directed development and the use of web resources to help students with DWEE is 

still lacking. To this end, this paper attempts to offer an interrelated framework re-

volving around two foci: (1) the synergized potential of teacher education for college 

English writing teachers and web-based resources from a self-directed perspective 

with a focus on DWEE; and (2) recommended web resources that help college Eng-

lish teachers in under-resourced contexts address concerns surrounding students with 

DWEE. 

2 Self-Directed Development for Teachers in Relation to 

Students with Special Needs 

In under-resourced contexts, one way for teachers to develop is through self-

directed development [3], whereby teachers take their own initiative. They spur them-

selves on, counteracting the limitations of external assistance within the context by 

drawing on effective pedagogical knowledge and addressing their own classroom 

needs [8], [9]. It takes the form of an iterative cycle, which includes teachers’ reflec-

tions, action taking, and evaluation until satisfactory results are achieved [9]. For 

college classrooms with students with DWEE, this means that college writing teachers 

need to take the initiative to understand their students’ learning issues, discarding 

lecture-based teaching in spite of external contexts. Instead, teachers should take a 

student-centered approach, motivating themselves to delve into students’ real learning 

issues. As a result of this process, the teacher may well notice the issues facing stu-

dents with DWEE and contrive ways to help them. For example, based on issues iden-

tified in the classroom, such as a lack of explicit techniques for students with DWEE 

to construct writing meaningfully, teachers may convey techniques that could be 

compatible with the students’ needs. Following assessments of the learning outcomes 

of students with DWEE, teachers may continue their new round of self-directed de-
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velopment [3]. The power of teachers’ activation of self-agency and its application to 

their teaching has been illustrated in the field of special education, such as [3], [4], 

although not particularly in relation to students of DWEE. In all, promoting self-

directed development is a way of steering teachers away from their reliance on exter-

nal assistance, especially for those who have students with special needs in under-

resourced contexts and where external assistance is limited. 

In the process, teachers’ knowledge of the subject is the core, as it is in reference to 

this knowledge that teachers make reflections or curricular changes when continuing 

their self-directed development [10]. In other words, utilizing or updating pedagogical 

knowledge is a core step to the success of self-directed development. It is fortunate 

that assimilating the knowledge in this digitalized world is not difficult as web re-

sources provide a wide range of information for teachers to draw on and update their 

knowledge [5]. 

3 Web-Based Resources as Knowledge Suppliers 

Web resources are suitable for updating teachers’ knowledge in under-resourced 

contexts. Indeed, these online resources are free or nearly free and can be accessed 

without geographical constraints, making them optimal resources for teachers in un-

der-resourced contexts [11]. These web resources include diverse forms supported by 

technological affordances, such as audio-visual resources, online texts, and massive 

open resources [12]. In addition, the web resources exemplify their value through 

their continual updating, offering diverse aspects of knowledge [11]. This makes the 

use of web-based resources potentially helpful to teachers who have students with 

special needs. Indeed, special education is complex with changing needs from the 

students; this makes professional development an on-going process and calls for 

teachers to constantly update their knowledge [4]. In classrooms where students with 

special needs are included, it is common for teachers to lack critical knowledge to 

understand their classroom issues, although they may try to help students with learn-

ing disabilities [3]. To effectively promote equitable education, teachers in these set-

tings need to prepare themselves to assimilate crucial knowledge that could be found 

online [4], [5]. Taken together, because of the convenience of web resources and their 

wide range of information, they are optimal resources for teachers’ self-directed de-

velopment. 

For college students with DWEE, teachers in under-resourced contexts need to 

gain knowledge of writing mechanisms online, which could effectively connect lan-

guage resources with meaning construction [13]. This is because writing is a process 

of using language resources to construct meaning [14]. While there might be many 

other options available, scholars have argued that teachers’ learning of systemic func-

tional linguistics (SFL) is a good approach (as discussed in Section 4 below), because 

it can “account for the phenomenon [language disorder] observed in an integrated 

model that connects the different strata of language” [7, p.142]. In other words, SFL 

emphasizes meaning but also provides transparent layers of linguistic knowledge that 

help understand meaning construction [15]. Indeed, SFL, as a teaching praxis, has 
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been well documented in promoting language-related equitable education for lan-

guage learners [14], although research in DWEE is still weak. This may be related to 

a lack of promotion among special educators [16]. In all, for teachers’ self-directed 

development, assimilating SFL through web resources seems feasible for those who 

have students with DWEE. 

Notably, while self-directed development involves a minimum of external re-

sources, it still means a change of instructional content [4]. Unsurprisingly, it may 

upset administrators in a local context, as the test-related grade is still generally val-

ued as a metric of a school’s reputation in some contexts [2]. A balanced strategy for 

teachers would attend to students’ test-related skills and the authentic benefits of stu-

dents with special needs. SFL in the writing classroom is quite compatible with both 

the demands of test grades and the demands of students with special needs, because 

SFL-based teaching includes and goes beyond what is expected on tests [14]. In other 

words, it is a good example for achieving balanced results in that it does not downplay 

language skills (as expected by tests); rather, it teaches more and explicitly shows 

how writing is made meaningful through language resources, as discussed in Section 

4 below. 

4 Sourcing SFL-Based Knowledge Online: What Is It About? 

SFL, as a language theory derived from empirical data, clearly explicates written 

discourse as a meaning-based activity [14]. In explaining meaning construction, SFL 

has demonstrated its power and clarity on three levels [15]. One is to show the con-

nection between writing and the external context [14]. That is, the text is meaningful 

because text construction takes place in an externally influenced context. In particular, 

the external context involves what is written about, who is written to, and how it is 

written [15]. In echoing the external context and its three constitutive elements, SFL 

also notes the corresponding meanings that represent the three contextual elements: 

ideational meaning (the events described in a text and their logical relationship), in-

terpersonal meaning (attitude, stance or tone in relation to a text), and textual meaning 

(the fluency of a text) [15]. In other words, in showing the three meanings, SFL also 

clarifies the fuzziness of meaning configuration through the three dimensions of 

meaning. In further showing the mechanism of meaning, SFL provides a set of lin-

guistic categories to understand the configuration of meanings. Rather than an attempt 

to show the exhaustive and once-for-all features of writing, SFL’s linguistic labels 

provide a powerful and dynamic perspective to understand the constellation of lin-

guistic features in different types of writing [17]. 

For example, linguistic codes include participants (coding nouns or noun phrases) 

and processes (coding verbs or verb phrases), aiming to show who or what is involved 

in the linguistic event when constructing ideational meaning. For instance, in narra-

tive writing, SFL points out that pronouns and saying verbs, respectively correspond-

ing to participants and processes, are often used in this type of writing [17]. Linguistic 

codes for the interpersonal meaning, such as modal verbs, predicates, and attitudinal 

resources (e.g., expressions indicating emotion or judgment), help understand mean-
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ing construction in different types of writing regarding information certainty, reliabil-

ity, or trustworthiness as well as the text authors’ or in-text figures’ attitudes [17]. For 

example, SFL systematically shows how the information delivered to audiences varies 

at the linguistic level across contexts. When information is not certain, modal verbs or 

semantically weak verbs (e.g., suggest, indicate) are used. In addition, when infor-

mation is to inform the audience of knowledge as in informational texts but not opin-

ionated or argumentative texts, language carrying attitude has to be avoided (e.g., the 

overt use of adjectives) [17]. In explaining textual meaning, SFL also points out the 

use of cohesive devices in realizing this meaning in different types of writing [15]. 

For example, these cohesive devices can be found at the level of vocabulary (e.g., 

synonyms/antonyms/hyponyms across different sentences to form semantic relation-

ships) and the level of grammar (e.g., conjunction words). 

As shown above, SFL provides a transparent and convenient tool for understanding 

writing as a meaning-based activity. Teachers could learn SFL through web resources 

to best help students with DWEE in and out of class, since it well serves both general 

students and those with writing challenges. 

5 Teachers’ Self-Directed Development Through Web-Based 

Resources: Practices and Tips 

This section provides a snippet of the self-directed process, based on the integra-

tion of web resources and SFL for college writing teachers in under-resourced con-

texts who have students with special needs. The first and foremost thing for teachers’ 

self-directed development is their realization of the importance of improving them-

selves as well as their willingness to use technology as a new knowledge supplier [4] 

[10]. Without teachers’ determination or motivation to help students with DWEE, 

they may not empower themselves to conduct or to continue self-directed develop-

ment, as it is a long process that requires addressing students’ individual needs and, 

thus, is taxing on teaching [3]. Therefore, prior to self-directed development, teachers 

should be encouraged to maintain their professional passion and embrace the use of 

non-traditional modes of knowledge delivery (i.e., web resources). Nevertheless, self-

directed development does not mean a hermetically individualized trajectory [3]. In 

the process of learning SFL, teachers could ask for help through web-based resources 

to overcome geographical constraints, such as discussion forums or online confer-

ences. 

Second, teachers may not have gained relevant knowledge on special education 

from their pre-service education, or the knowledge they gained is insufficient to man-

age their existing classroom [4]. For DWEE in general, teachers may need to enhance 

their understanding, in which online resources are readily available (see Table 1 be-

low). For the knowledge input at the linguistic level, SFL resources can also be ac-

cessed online (see Table 1 below). In other words, the second step is for teachers to 

brainstorm, refresh, or update their knowledge of instructing writing among their 

students. In doing so, teachers can lay a foundation for their follow-up activities (e.g., 

analysis, reflection, and adaptation). Meanwhile, a tip for teachers’ internationaliza-
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tion of their knowledge is not to overwhelm themselves with a researcher-like under-

standing. Instead, they could gain a good-enough understanding through diverse web 

resources [18]. These approachable materials are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Teachers’ self-directed development and sample link 

Knowledge of DWEE in 

general 

https://theaacn.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/aacn-ped-writing-ld-resouces-

v1_1-with-logo.pdf 

https://www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/docs/support/learn_disabilities/module4.pdf 

Knowledge of SFL https://www.annabellelukin.com/hallidays-textual-function.html (textual mean-

ing) 
https://www.annabellelukin.com/hallidays-interpersonal-function.html (interper-

sonal meaning) 

https://www.annabellelukin.com/hallidays-experiential-function.html (ideational 
meaning) 

https://www.annabellelukin.com/hallidays-logical-metafunction.html (ideational 

meaning) 
http://academics.smcvt.edu/CREATE/Lecture%20Series%20Documents/Schlep

pegrell%20and%20Go,%20Analyzing%20Writing.pdf (using SFL to conduct 

writing analysis and evaluation) 

Knowledge of  

instruction 

https://www.teachervision.com/special-needs/teaching-students-special-needs 

https://www.washington.edu/teaching/topics/inclusive-teaching/teaching-

students-with-disabilities/ 
https://www.eltresearchbites.com/201708-reading-to-learn-a-reading-and-

writing-pedagogy/ 

 

The third step is to take action [4]. With the knowledge of SFL, teachers could try 

to analyze the writing issues of students with DWEE. For example, if students have 

issues with writing fluency, teachers could try to provide individualized after-class or 

in-class assistance to help them understand writing through teaching the relationship 

between the textual meaning and the explicit use of linguistic resources. Regarding 

the teaching, teachers need to take good care of the students in case of overwhelming 

them [3]. In addition to linguistic knowledge, other dimensions of knowledge are also 

necessary to best help students with DWEE, such as psychology or interactional skills 

[1], [4], as shown in Table 1. Faced with the problems in the instruction, teachers 

could diligently check relevant web resources to further update their knowledge or 

teaching strategies, according to the changing needs of students with DWEE [4], as 

shown in Table 1. It has to be mentioned again that while self-directed development 

highlights teachers’ self-agency, moderate assistance can also be requested if neces-

sary [3]. For example, help can be sought online from colleagues who are experts in 

the relevant fields. 

The last step is evaluation [10], [19]. Following a certain trial period, teachers 

could evaluate their students’ progress. Based on their work, teachers could conduct 

another round of self-directed development and make modifications by referring to 

web-based resources. For example, idea planning is a precursor to writing. If students 

with DWEE are troubled by this aspect along with language, teachers could think of 

other ways to help them, such as using group drama activities to help them construct 

ideas through multimodal and interactive ways [20]. In other words, evaluation can 

make self-directed development an iterative process, with students’ interests always in 

the teachers’ minds. 
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6 Conclusions and Implications 

In response to the limited resources in some contexts, this short paper showcases 

how in under-resourced contexts college writing teachers’ self-directed development 

through web-based resources could help students with DWEE. For this area and other 

fields, several implications are worth attention by those who are interested in the 

framework. First, in some inclusive classrooms, students with special needs are often 

cared for by special educators. They may also need the knowledge of SFL to provide 

individualized assistance at the linguistic level [7]. Desirably, it is also recommended 

that these special educators initiate self-directed development in conjunction with web 

resources or general education teachers. Second, while reform policies on special 

education are constantly being implemented at the state or national level, the trajecto-

ry to realize these in a mature and localized manner to benefit some under-resourced 

schools could be slow [2]. However, reforms could first arise in local classrooms 

through web resources. When constellations of reforms are implemented through 

teachers’ self-directed development, states or regions may notice the effect, and more 

efforts may be made on the part of administrations to highlight some practices as 

nationwide policies and promote them to the remaining areas. Third, in pre-service 

programs, teacher education could initiate courses on developing teachers’ self-

agency in relation to web resources [9]. In doing so, teacher educators could create 

simulated contexts or position pre-service teachers in real contexts to enable them to 

practice their efficacy in self-directed development and gain confidence in their future 

endeavors in more challenging or starkly different contexts. Similarly, in-service 

programs could also help teachers consolidate the role of self-agency in a similar way. 

Third, while self-agency is valued, discussions between colleagues are also encour-

aged [3]. Especially in this digitalized world, teachers in under-resourced contexts 

could share tips with each other on this self-reliant journey. This is also important 

because self-directed exploration could be emotionally draining; the collaborative 

space would also help relieve teachers’ burdens [9]. This is particularly manifested 

among teachers who have students with special needs in their classrooms and have 

limited external support [1]. This is because their assistants may lack special educa-

tion knowledge, and it is incumbent on them to develop knowledge on both the disci-

pline subject and special education to cater to the diverse needs of the students in their 

classrooms [1]. Fourth, volunteer teaching is also valuable in under-resourced con-

texts [21]. In under-resourced areas, experts in special education could be encouraged 

to sojourn in these areas, providing assistance to college teachers during academic 

breaks. Such volunteer teachers could be placed on a regular basis between under-

resourced and developed areas where faculties are well supplied. Doing so may help 

mitigate local teachers’ burdens, expediting their self-development process. Lastly, all 

the aforementioned is dynamically related to administration [3], [10]. It is hoped that 

administrators could afford teachers a scope of freedom to pursue instructional explo-

ration on their own. 
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