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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

A study was conducted over a four year period to evaluate the effectiveness of the RCOE Writing Model on confidence in writing ability and student 

achievement. The Writing Model was designed based upon current research. At the foundation of the model are five principles that emerged from a thor-

ough review of the empirical writing instruction literature from the last two decades. They include: practice, feedback, meta-cognition, student-centered/

standards-basis, and reinforcement.  

 

In the current study, students in grades two through five, across three demographically and geographically similar schools in a medium-sized district in 

Riverside County participated in the study over one school year. Each school received a different level of writing intervention. School A received the 

highest level of intervention, consisting of A California Blueprint for Writing Using Houghton Mifflin Reading materials along with training, Step Up To 

Writing, and coaching. School B received moderate intervention (Blueprint materials/no training, Step Up To 

Writing, no coaching), and School C was the “business as usual” comparison (just Step Up To Writing). Results 

revealed that overall, students at School A (the highest implementation group) demonstrated greater gains in 

confidence in their writing ability and showed greater gains in performance on a writing assessment, relative to 

the moderate and no intervention comparison groups. This same pattern of results was found in a cross-

sectional analysis of CST writing scores. In an evident stair-step effect, the moderate intervention group out-

performed the no program comparison on the outcome variables as well. An analysis of the findings suggests 

that the coaching element may be the crucial ingredient leading to student achievement gains. 

  

Two years subsequent to this initial research, a follow-up study was conducted after the full model had been 

implemented at all three schools. It was hypothesized that no significant differences in student writing per-

formance would be detected, as all schools were now receiving the same tools and training. This supposition 

was supported by the results. Overall, students’ at all three schools performed at a higher level than they had in 

our last analysis, and all schools performed similarly on an end-of-year writing assessment, as well as the CST 

writing test.  

Key Findings: 
 

� A thorough review of the literature re-

vealed the building blocks of a successful 

Writing model. They are: practice, feedback, 

meta-cognition, student-centered/standards-

basis, and reinforcement. 

 

� Students at a school exposed to the full 

RCOE Writing Model demonstrated greater 

increases in writing performance and confi-

dence in their reading and writing ability rela-

tive to students at comparison schools. 

 

� In a follow-up study three years later, the 

three schools who had now all been exposed 

to the full Writing Model showed significant 

and equivalent improvement in writing per-

formance. 
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 BACKGROUND 

 Five primary principles emerged from a thorough review of the 

empirical writing instruction literature from the last two decades. They 

include: practice, feedback, meta-cognition, student-centered/standards-

basis, and reinforcement. The first four principles pertain to elements that 

teachers must cultivate within their classrooms to provide the optimal en-

vironment for students to improve their writing abilities. The last principle 

refers to the support that the teachers must receive to maintain and de-

velop the knowledge they acquire in professional development. This fifth 

principle serves to strengthen the first four principles. 

Principle 1: Practice 

Students must be given continuous, consistent, and regular oppor-

tunities to write. Research on daily writing indicates that the less fre-

quently students are provided with writing opportunities, the more they 

avoid writing, which can result in poor development of writing skills 

(Graves, 1991). Providing students with daily opportunities to write, such 

as journaling, has been found to improve fluency in both reading and writ-

ing and increase the quality of student writing (Hall & Benson, 2000). Re-

search also suggests that regular, daily writing increases student’s confi-

dence in their abilities and positive perceptions of their writing skills (Gau 

et. al., 2003).  

The benefits of practice also extend to practice writing across dif-

ferent genres and modes of writing. Children that are exposed to different 

genres (e.g., fiction, non-fiction, and poetry) and modes of writing (e.g., 

expository, narrative, descriptive, and persuasive) are more likely to find 

areas that they are interested in and are able to excel at writing. Exposure 

to different types of writing can be a valuable tool for teachers to use to 

inspire and motivate students to write (Tower, 2003; Goodson, 1994). Re-

search suggests that genre theory can help teachers challenge the idea that 

good writing always looks the same, show the strong connections between 

reading and writing, and find novel ways to help students investigate and 

understand the process of writing (Dean, 2008). 

 

Principle 2: Feedback 

Feedback can take many forms, including teacher feedback, peer feed-

back, and providing writing samples and rubrics. All forms offer students ex-

plicit expectations about their writing across the writing process from organi-

zation to revision. A study conducted by Andrade, Du, and Wang (2008) in-

vestigated the impact of exposure to a model or ideal writing sample, devel-

opment of a list of necessary criteria for the writing assignment, and use of a 

rubric for self-assessment purposes. A sample of 116 third and fourth grade 

students participated in the study. The findings revealed that developing crite-

ria for writing assignments and using a rubric to self-assess were associated 

with higher quality writing overall, regardless of prior writing ability. 

A recent experimental study investigated the impact of providing feed-

back to students. Two groups of students at a Chinese university were asked 

to write essays on the same topic. One of the groups received feedback from 

their teacher and the other group received feedback from their peers. Survey 

and interview data revealed that teacher feedback was more likely to be 

adopted and to lead to a better written product, but that peer feedback was 

also crucial toward establishing greater student autonomy and confidence in 

writing ability (Yang, Badger, & Yu, 2006). 

  Barnard (2003) argues that peer feedback is necessary to help students 

learn how to write for audiences other than their teachers, as well as helping 

them manage critique and the evaluations of others. He also suggests that re-

viewing and assessing the work of others serves several purposes. When stu-

dents provide peer feedback they are concurrently providing useful feedback 

to other students while helping to shift their own perspective and developing 

their own writing by learning what to look for when critiquing the work of 

others. He also suggests that providing feedback to other students improves 

the student’s ability to revise their own work.  

Principle 3: Meta-Cognition 

Another element found to be important in improving writing skills is 

meta-cognition. In this domain, meta-cognition pertains to one’s awareness 

and understanding of their own cognitive processes as they relate to the writ-

ing process. Without the ability to understand the writing process, students are 

entirely dependent on their teachers to tell them what to do. Development of 
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 writing meta-cognition leads to greater autonomy and development of 

each student’s unique voice. A primary benefit of meta-cognitive aware-

ness is that it can be independent of the content, and thus transferable to 

other content areas.  

Several studies suggest that meta-cognitive knowledge of the writ-

ing process is correlated with measures of academic performance in writ-

ing (Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1992; Englert, Raphael, Fear, & 

Anderson, 1988). In these studies, students who were provided with in-

struction on how to analyze the writing process and given the autonomy 

and time to discuss their thoughts through writer’s workshops and small 

group discussions, were better able to communicate about the steps in-

volved in writing, the purpose of their work, and their intended audience, 

resulting in the production of quality writing. Englert and col-

leagues’ (1992) research included a sample of students with learning dis-

abilities. In this study, the researchers found that the students with learn-

ing disabilities made the greatest gains from pre to post assessment. 

Awareness of writing strategies, ability to monitor the completeness of 

written materials, and ability to categorize, were the three meta-cognitive 

variables that had the greatest impact on quality of writing (Englert et. al., 

1988). 

Principle 4: Student-Centered/Standards-Based 

 Some researchers feel strongly that a student-centered or construc-

tivist approach is incompatible with standards-based approaches mandated 

by most states (Clark & Wasley, 1999). Many educators struggle with the 

practice of teaching the standards-based curriculum in a way that engages 

and interests their students. The challenge is to make sure that the students 

are provided with the appropriate content while making time to devote to 

small-group discussion and the incorporation of student input into the les-

son plan.  

Many researchers and educators alike believe that a student-

centered or collaborative learning approach in the classroom benefits stu-

dents academically, socially, and psychologically (Cooper, 1992). A 

mounting body of evidence in the education literature that began in the 

late 70’s supports the idea that student-centered classrooms are preferable 

to the traditional lecture format. The rationale is that a student will be more 

invested in the expression of their ideas and will produce more creative and 

well written products (Cooper, 1992). Fostering student opportunities for col-

laboration, sharing, and selection of topics in a student-centered classroom 

has been shown to boost interest in writing, critical thinking skills, informa-

tion retention, self-esteem, and writing skills (Kulick & Kulick, 1979). In stu-

dent-centered classrooms, students are more engaged, motivated, and intellec-

tually stimulated. Unfortunately, educators do not always find it easy to put 

this pedagogy into practice within the framework of the standards-based cur-

riculum. Luckily, some educators are finding ways to impart the body of 

knowledge contained in the standards in student-centered ways. In fact, some 

argue that one without the other would be ill advised. At any given moment in 

history, there is a “socially agreed upon canon of knowledge that is the best 

that we can offer” (Deboer, 2002, p. 414). Those who write textbooks and 

curriculum pull from this canon to inform their work. Students cannot be held 

entirely responsible for seeking out this knowledge on their own. “They can-

not by themselves organize laboratory investigations, library research, or dis-

cussions with classmates that lead them to an understanding [of the con-

tent]” (Deboer, 2002, p. 414). It is the job of the content expert to determine 

what information is important. It is the job of the teacher to distill and provide 

the information in engaging ways, such that the student is motivated to learn. 

There is room for teachers to instruct within a standards-based framework us-

ing student-centered activities and strategies that increase student interest and 

foster learning. 

Principle 5: Reinforcement 

How and how well students write can be constrained by the training 

that teachers receive that is specific to writing instruction. An intervention 

study was conducted to investigate the impact of professional development on 

literacy instruction at 112 elementary schools (Correnti, 2007). It was found 

that focused professional development influenced how and how much teach-

ers taught writing. Instructional logs were analyzed and compared to deter-

mine whether teachers who received specific writing instruction spent more 

time on writing and had their students spend more time writing relative to 

teachers that did not receive professional development in writing. Results in-
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 dicated that teachers in the intervention group, who received writing in-

struction training, spent 13% more of their time on writing instruction and 

had their students write 12% more than teachers who did not receive pro-

fessional development.   

Although the benefits of professional development are well sup-

ported in the literature, it also suggests that professional development 

without reinforcement or follow-up is much less impactful and the bene-

fits much less long-term. Bush (1984) conducted a study to measure the 

professional development model proposed by Joyce and Showers (1980). 

The Joyce and Showers (1980) literature suggested professional develop-

ment should consist of five components. The five components are: presen-

tation, demonstration, practice, feedback, and coaching. Previous research 

had shown that most programs tend to focus on the first component and 

fail to implement the remaining four. The Bush study examined the contri-

bution of all five components to the implementation of new skills and 

strategies in the classroom. It was found that implementation of the de-

scriptive or presentation component resulted in only 10% of the trained 

teachers using that new knowledge in the classroom. If the teachers were 

exposed to the first two components, presentation and demonstration, 2 to 

3% more could implement the new skill in the classroom. Inclusion of the 

third and fourth components, practice and feedback, resulted in 2% to 3% 

more implementation each. The first four components combined resulted 

in 16-19% of trained teachers using their new skills. Adding the fifth com-

ponent, coaching, resulted in an increase of 76% to 79%. When teachers 

were exposed to all five components, 95% of them were able to apply 

what they learned in their classrooms. Coaching was determined to be the 

most critical component in long term use and application of their profes-

sional development training. 

Meta-Analyses 

A review of recent meta-analyses in the domain of writing instruc-

tion reveal additional empirical support for the five principles defined pre-

viously. A meta-analysis conducted in 2007 suggests that descriptive 

modes of writing instruction (lecture style communication of rules and 

procedures) are less effective at producing quality writing than student-

centered methods that include in-depth analysis, peer revision, and writing 

across content areas and genres (Graham & Perin, 2007). The study looked at 

154 effect-sizes to discern the impact of various instructional practices on stu-

dent writing ability. These studies spanned grades 4 through 12. The top five 

elements shown to have the greatest impact on writing ability with the largest 

effect-sizes were strategy instruction, summarization, peer assistance, setting 

product goals, and word processing (effect sizes ranged from .55 to .82).  

Another recent meta-analysis of 13 studies provides support for this 

perspective. The meta-analysis was conducted to assess the effectiveness of 

teacher-centered vs. student-centered methods and their impact on students 

with disabilities (Gersten & Baker, 2008). The results of this study revealed 

that three components were necessary to increase the quality of student writ-

ing, self-efficacy in the domain of writing, and understanding of the writing 

process. These three areas were: explicit writing process instructions, writing 

across the genres, and regular feedback from teachers and peers. 

 

CURRENT RESEARCH 

As supported by the literature review, a research-based writing model 

was developed by the Riverside County Office of Education (RCOE) to pro-

vide structure and a method for improving the quality of student writing. It 

was concluded that successful writing instruction must involve each of the 

five components. RCOE used these principles to provide the framework for 

their model. 

Introduction 

The RCOE writing model incorporates the five evidence based strate-

gies intended to increase student learning in the domain of writing and im-

prove the quality of student’s written work. The foundational premise of the 

model is that students need more time to write, more writing instruction 

across the genres, use of samples, rubrics, and feedback, a student-centered/

standards basis, and that the teachers need more professional development in 

the domain of writing and regular follow-up via coaching.  

The model developed from a piece of California legislation intended 

to increase instructional knowledge and expertise in English language arts 

through professional development that is consistent with the California Read-
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 ing/Language Arts Framework and Standards. In 2001, the California 

State Board of Education approved the Houghton Mifflin Reading Pro-

gram for adoption by local districts. The Governor and board members 

felt that all schools needed to adopt one of two approved reading pro-

grams in order to establish a scientifically research-based and coherent 

language arts program for every child in California. A rigorous training 

program, funded by AB 466 (now known as SB 472), accompanied the 

newly adopted programs for teachers . Unfortunately, the economy in 

California slowed and many districts were not able to take advantage of 

the small portion of AB 466 money still available after drastic budget 

cuts. Many teachers were asked to implement the program with little or no 

training.  

Teachers across the state, even those who were trained under AB 

466, have informally reported difficulty teaching the writing portion of the 

Houghton Mifflin program. Because Houghton Mifflin is a national pro-

gram, it addresses many different kinds of writing throughout the school 

year, rather than focusing on those applications specified by California’s 

English/Language Arts Content Standards. The pacing guide for the writ-

ing strand of Houghton Mifflin does not incorporate the writing workshop 

into daily instruction. Teachers have to decide whether to make room for 

the workshop in their already full schedules or use a week of instruction 

after each theme to teach writing. Many times, teachers reported that they 

did not teach the writing workshop at all, largely relying on random les-

sons sprinkled throughout the themes.  

In response to these circumstances, A California Blueprint for 

Writing Using Houghton Mifflin Reading, was developed to help teachers 

focus the lessons in Houghton Mifflin on the writing applications de-

scribed in the California English/Language Arts Standards and to help 

teachers pace lessons so that students receive meaningful writing instruc-

tion every day. The document was not a negative reflection of the writing 

strand of Houghton Mifflin Reading, it was merely a pacing guide with 

ideas for expanded instruction, and additional lessons designed to meet 

the language arts standards (specific to California) for each grade level. 

 Our research design, (which we will describe in greater detail later 

in the paper) involved identifying three similar schools (Schools A, B, and C) 

and exposing them to varying degrees of the RCOE Writing Model. The 

model that will be described in subsequent pages represents the highest level 

of intervention; the level of intervention to which only School A was exposed.  

Teachers at School A (high intervention) used the Reading-Writing 

Workshop in each theme of Houghton Mifflin, A California Blueprint for 

Writing Using Houghton Mifflin Reading with daily writing instruction, pro-

viding three opportunities for each writing genre, rather than a single writing 

opportunity. The blueprint suggests a total of 25-days of writing instruction to 

augment each day of six Houghton Mifflin themes. The first 14-days of the 

blueprint focus on the Houghton Mifflin Reading-Writing Workshop. The 

daily lessons in each module are based on the steps in the writing process and 

correlate to those steps used by Houghton Mifflin in the Writing Workshop. 

These steps include: prewriting, drafting, revision, proofreading, publication, 

and evaluation. Prewriting was the focus of early lessons, particularly for 

English learners, in order for students to understand and connect to the genre. 

Frequent peer sharing was also featured in each module so that students could 

learn from one another’s ideas and writing styles. Each lesson followed the 

Houghton Mifflin format of Teach-Practice-Apply. Think alouds were in-

cluded for each lesson so that students understood the thought process behind 

the teacher’s use of writing strategies. Teachers were encouraged to work 

with small groups of struggling writers as needed. Each module presented a 

standards-based scoring guide that has been field-tested and was specific to 

the genre. The scoring guide was introduced to students at the beginning of 

the module and was used by teachers and students during formal and informal 

evaluation. The scoring guide was built around the language of the standards 

and daily lessons helped students define and understand difficult terminology. 

The scoring guides were used for both holistic and analytic scoring. The ter-

minology of the standards and the scoring guide were frontloaded at the be-

ginning of each module.  

Once students finished the first published piece of writing, each child 

chose his or her own topics and used the same kind of writing over the next 6-

days. The teacher continued to provide writing support for students who were 

ready to write more independently. Other students who needed support 
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 worked directly with the teacher during these 6-days. The published piece 

of writing was student-centered, rather than teacher-centered. Teachers 

were encouraged to pay close attention to student work during independ-

ent work time in order to offer frequent feedback on writing at each step 

of the writing process. Essays were not formally evaluated until the stu-

dents’ teacher and peers had informally critiqued them at each stage. The 

scoring guide was posted during student writing and was referred to by the 

teacher during feedback and instruction. The goal was for students to be 

able to assess their own work using the scoring guide before turning it in 

for formal evaluation by the teacher. 

The final five days of instruction focused on the strategies needed 

for students to produce a coherent first draft of an essay in a given amount 

of time, addressing a specific prompt (Wolcott & Legg, 1998). The final 

artifact was designed to help students practice the kind of writing required 

by direct writing assessments, such as The California Standards Writing 

Test for Grades 4 and 7, The California High School Exit Exam, The Na-

tional Assessment of Educational Progress, College Entrance Exams, and 

writing samples used by employers. 

In addition to incorporating techniques and strategies of the 

Houghton Mifflin Reading-Writing Workshop, the RCOE model also sup-

plemented with a writing curriculum called Step Up to Writing, published 

by Sopris West. The Step Up to Writing program was woven into the 

workshop format to provide support and structure during organizational 

days. For example, on days when students were working on expository 

writing, the Step Up t-chart was demonstrated, to help students organize 

their thoughts. When students were working on narratives, a Step Up 

quick sketch was demonstrated to help students generate ideas. Step Up 

accordion sentences were also shown to students during writing time and 

examples of the colors for the different kinds of sentences in a paragraph 

were taught to provide structure.  

In addition to receiving training and materials for the programs 

described above, the writing model also included coaching including four 

to six hours of feedback and demonstrations targeted at the teachers in the 

lowest performing classrooms. The coaching was focused on reinforce-

ment of the strategies taught in the Blueprint, Houghton Mifflin Reading, and 

Step Up To Writing training previously described. In addition, a whole-school 

writing prompt was completed each month, including letter-writing, narrative, 

expository, and response to literature forms. 

Over the past five years, many California teachers have been trained 

for many hours in AB 466. State-level trainers have addressed the need for 

standards-based writing using the Reading-Writing Workshop in Houghton 

Mifflin Reading. Schools and districts throughout Riverside County and many 

other districts in California continue to use the blueprint to increase student 

achievement in writing. Using the blueprint, students begin to understand the 

rigor required by the California content standards and the expectations for 

each genre of writing. 

The structure provided by A California Blueprint for Writing Using 

Houghton Mifflin Reading was the grounding component that offered teachers 

the opportunity to incorporate each of the first four principles: practice, feed-

back, meta-cognition, and student-centered/standards-basis. RCOE provided 

the fifth principle by offering regular reinforcement via coaching and demon-

strations.   

 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

For several years, teachers and coaches had anecdotally acknowledged 

and recognized the benefits of the RCOE Writing Model. But until now, no 

empirical investigation had ever taken place to judge the accuracy of these 

claims. In late 2005, RCOE approached an educational research  and evalua-

tion firm to conduct a thorough evaluation of the Writing Model. An evalua-

tion of the RCOE Writing Model was conducted to look at the overall effec-

tiveness of the program across one school year (2005-2006). Three elemen-

tary schools in a moderately sized district in Riverside County with large Eng-

lish learner and socio-economically disadvantaged (SED) populations were 

assigned to either receive the blueprint materials along with coaching and 

demonstrations by RCOE staff, just receive the blueprints, or proceed as they 

normally would, without any additional support or materials (i.e., continue 

their usual classroom instruction). All schools also had Step Up To Writing 
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 already in place, but the high intervention school (School A) received ad-

ditional Step Up training and coaching. 

 

Table 1 

Schools by Condition and Intervention Level 

 
*School A also received additional Step Up Coaching 

 

Participants 

Students 

There was some disparity in the percentages of students in various 

student subgroups across schools. Thus, a sampling procedure was con-

ducted to equalize the samples. This was done for validity purposes to en-

sure that interpretation of the results could occur with confidence that the 

findings were not the result of any skew in subgroup membership. The 

final sample included 1,660 students, spanning grades two through five. 

There were 560 participants at School A, 609 participants at School B, 

and 491 participants at School C. Overall, 80.5% of the students in the 

sample were Hispanic, 50% were female, 85.2% were socio-economically 

disadvantaged (SED), and 50.9% were English learners. Table 2 reflects 

the percentages of student subgroup membership by school subsequent to 

conducting the sampling procedure. 

 

Table 2 

Percentages in Student Subgroups by School  

School Condition Intervention Level 

School A Blueprint + Training + Coaching High Intervention 

School B Blueprint Only Low Intervention 

School C No treatment No Intervention/Comparison 

  Hispanic African 

American 

White Female Male EL SED 

School A 84.2 5.3 8.8 45.2 54.8 52.3 83.3 

School B 76.9 11.5 9.6 50.0 50.0 44.4 91.7 

School C 80.0 7.3 12.7 59.5 40.5 55.3 81.1 

Teachers 

In all, 39 teachers participated in the project (13 teachers from each 

school). As with most quasi-experimental educational studies, we were unable 

to randomize on teacher years of experience, however, we were able to dem-

onstrate that years of experience did not favor the high intervention group. 

During the program implementation year (2005-2006), the no intervention 

comparison group had the highest average for years teaching and years teach-

ing in the district. The moderate intervention school had the lowest averages 

for teacher experience and the high intervention group had the greatest num-

ber of first year teachers. 

 

Table 3 

Teacher Years of Experience by School 

 
 

Procedure 

All students in grades 2-5 were given a writing assessment and short 

survey during the second or third week of the school year. These assessments 

were used to establish baselines to measure change. At the end of the school 

year, students completed the same writing test and survey. This allowed for an 

examination of change in writing ability and confidence in writing ability as it 

relates to receiving additional support, the writing blueprints, or receiving the 

blueprints with additional support. All 4th grade students were administered 

the CST writing test as a matter of course per California state requirements. 

These data were also evaluated cross-sectionally to assess student perform-

ance. 

All teachers completed a Writing Program Attitudes and Perceptions 

survey at the end of the year to assess their beliefs and attitudes toward the 

program. Teachers at School A completed monthly Writing Activities Logs to 

School Avg. Years Teaching Avg. Years in the 

District 

# of First Year 

Teachers 

School A 6.6 5.3 2 

School B 4.0 4.0 0 

School C 13.1 8.0 1 
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 determine which activities and strategies were utilized and the length of 

time devoted to each activity.  

Outcome Measures 

Multiple measures were used to assess program implementation 

and student achievement. These measures included teacher and student 

surveys, teacher writing instruction logs, writing samples, and a student 

achievement test of writing ability. 

 

Surveys/Questionnaires 

Teacher Survey 

Program Satisfaction. A program satisfaction survey was con-

ducted as an indirect implementation measure to ascertain the level of 

agreement and compliance with the Writing Model. Teachers were asked 

to rate their agreement with a series of statements pertaining to the pro-

gram on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Ques-

tions included items such as, “I believe that all students can benefit from 

the writing program,” “The writing strategies are easy to incorporate into 

the existing curriculum,” and “I personally agree with the philosophy be-

hind the program.” Teachers from all three schools were asked to com-

plete the survey at the end of the school year after a full year of imple-

mentation. 

Writing Instruction Logs. Only teachers from School A (high in-

tervention) were also asked to complete monthly Writing Instruction 

Logs, to measure their self-reported use of the writing strategies taught 

and demonstrated by RCOE. Teachers were asked to indicate the date, 

type of activity, amount of time spent, and the instructional focus of the 

activity on a log each month. Types of activities included “Teaching the 

quick sketch,” “Teaching the graphic organizers,” “Modeling evaluation 

using student work,” and “Allowing students to write independently.” The 

amount of time that teachers spent on different writing activities and 

whether or not they were using the strategies taught at training sessions 

and demonstrated by the coaches was investigated using these logs. 

 

 

Student Survey 

A student survey was administered pre- and post-program intervention 

to measure writing enjoyment, confidence in writing ability, history of read-

ing/writing, and accessibility of reading materials in the home. Students at all 

three schools completed the survey at both time points and were asked to rate 

their agreement with writing/reading related statements on a 5-point scale (1 = 

not at all; 5 = a whole lot). Statements included items such as, “I like to write 

in my spare time,” “I think I am a good writer,” and “Writing is fun.” There 

were also a few reverse coded items such as, “Writing is boring” and “I have 

trouble thinking about what to write.” 

Writing Assessment 

A student writing assessment was administered before program in-

struction began and again at the end of the year (pre/post). Students were 

given the following instructions: 

Write a description of a person who is special to you. Use concrete 

sensory details to describe why this person is special. Be sure that 

your description is long enough so that the reader understands why 

you chose this person. Remember what you know about good writing: 

Provide an introductory paragraph so that the reader knows whom 

you are writing about. Use facts, details, and explanations to help the 

writer understand why this person is special. Be sure to end your writ-

ing effectively, so the reader understands why the person is special to 

you. Use the space that says “prewriting” to put some of your ideas 

together. Use the back of the paper if you need more room for prewrit-

ing. Once you have finished prewriting, start your essay on the page 

labeled “essay.”  

A minimum of two trained raters per essay used an agreed upon rubric 

to score the writing samples. A calibration meeting was held with all trained 

readers in attendance (4 in all) to go over the rubric and work out any issues 

with the rubric or scoring before reading commenced.  

 The rubric consisted of five categories (clarity and coherence, organi-

zation of ideas, supporting facts and details, sentence structure, and CUPS 

(Capitals, Understanding, Punctuation, and Spelling)) for which a student 

could earn a high score of 3 or a low score of 1 for a total of 15 possible 

points. The raters were blind to both pre/post status and school site. The only 
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 information they were given was grade level, as this determined which 

rubric would be used to evaluate the writing piece. An analysis of inter-

rater reliability was conducted to determine whether an acceptable level of 

agreement was present. This analysis of agreement revealed that inter-

rater reliability was high (r = .83 for pre and r = .88 for post). The final 

scores were analyzed as gain or change measures and were used to assess 

longitudinal growth in writing ability over the course of the school year. 

CST- Writing 

The CST writing test is administered by the state of California to 

4th and 7th grade students every year in the spring. The type of writing on 

the test is not released ahead of time, but 4th grade students may be asked 

to write a narrative, a response to a piece of literature, or a summary of a 

reading piece in response to a writing prompt. The test is untimed, how-

ever students are generally allotted approximately 75 minutes to complete 

the task. The product reviewed by the readers is considered a first draft. 

The essays are scored on a 4-point scale. Because the test is not offered in 

consecutive years, longitudinal analyses were not possible. However, 

cross-sectional analyses comparing 4th graders at the intervention and 

comparison schools in with a similar (demographically) group of 4th grade 

students in the successive year was possible and was considered and inter-

preted as an additional measure of student writing achievement. 

 

ANALYSES 

Overview of Statistical Analysis 

Comparisons were made among students who had been taught by 

teachers in each group: School A, Blueprint + Training + Coaching; 

School B, Blueprint; and School C, no intervention. These three groups 

were first examined to assess whether they were similar in terms of impor-

tant demographics (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, SPED, and SED). Students 

were matched and balanced on these variables. Individual change on the 

writing sample was calculated and then comparisons among these groups 

were made with respect to outcome change. Change on the CST writing   

test was conducted cross-sectionally (i.e., this method does not track the 

same students. Therefore it represents one point in time rather than track-

ing the same group of students over time. This was done out of necessity be-

cause students are not given this test every year). 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to assess the differences be-

tween the treatment groups and the comparison group on the level of change 

in each of the outcome variables.  In addition to looking at the impact of the 

program overall, all analyses were disaggregated by important student sub-

groups. Only subgroups with 15 or more students were examined.  

 Statistical significance was determined by conducting ANOVA and 

post-hoc multiple comparisons when testing the differences between treat-

ment and comparison groups. The average change in writing scores from pre-

test to post-test was compared to determine whether or not students who re-

ceived exposure to the full RCOE Writing Model showed a larger increase in 

writing scores relative to the students who received the partial model and the 

comparison group.  

 

RESULTS 

Student Survey Results 

The percentage of students that indicated that they “like to write at 

school,” “like to read,” “like to write,” and “liked school,” increased at a 

greater rate at the high intervention site relative to the no intervention site. 

High and low intervention sites decreased their agreement with the statement, 

“I have trouble thinking about what to write,” at a greater rate relative to stu-

dents at the no intervention site. The percentage of students that indicated that 

“it’s fun to write things at home,” “writing is fun,” and that they “think they 

are good writers” increased at a greater rate for the high intervention site rela-

tive to the low and no intervention sites. The percentage of students that indi-

cated that they “write more frequently at home” and “enjoy reading for fun” 

increased at a greater rate for the high and no intervention sites relative to the 

low intervention site. The percentage of students that indicated that they are 

“good at reading” increased at a greater rate for high and low intervention 

sites relative to the no intervention site. The percentage of students that indi-

cated that they often “read at home” increased at a greater rate for the low in-

tervention site relative to the no intervention site. All of these results were sig-

nificant a (p < .05). 
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Teacher Survey Results 

As expected, the teachers at the no intervention site indicated less posi-

tive attitudes and beliefs in relationship to the Writing Blueprint program. This 

was not surprising considering they had little to no exposure to the program. 

However, the expected pattern of results was not apparent when comparing the 

high and low intervention site responses. In several notable categories, the 

teachers at the low intervention site had more positive attitudes and beliefs per-

taining to the program relative to the teachers at the high intervention site. This 

was unexpected considering the high intervention teachers were exposed to 

more training and coaching in the area.  

The areas where the expected pattern was found included: 

I believe that all students can benefit from the program. 

I understand and support the purpose of the program.  

I personally agree with the philosophy behind the program. 

The areas where the expected pattern was reversed included: 

I believe the workshops/in-services have given me valuable in-

formation on how to become a more effective writing 

teacher.  

I feel free to voice my concerns with any aspect of the program. 

I believe that the strategies from the program will be easy to 

incorporate into my existing writing instruction.  

I believe that the program will make a substantial difference in 

my students' writing abilities.  

I have a clear understanding of the teaching strategies embed-

ded in the program. 

 Program coordinators were unaware of any issues or differences in 

group make-up that could account for the reversal. It would have been benefi-

cial to conduct a focus-group or interviews with the teachers to investigate this 

question further. Unfortunately, this additional data collection was not possible 

due to changes in staff and leadership. 
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Teacher Writing Instruction Logs Results 

The teachers at the high intervention site were asked to keep de-

tailed professional development logs to provide insight into how much 

time they were spending on various activities related to the program. Ac-

cording to the logs, the largest percentage of time was spent “allowing 

students to write independently,” followed by “teaching the use of graphic 

organizers,” and “teaching and reinforcing grammar.” In regard to instruc-

tional focus, the majority of time was spent on, “Preparing to Write,” fol-

lowed by “Drafting,” and “Revising/Proofing.” 
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 Writing Assessment Results  

A pre- and post-writing assessment was given to students at all 

three schools. Readers were unaware of condition (school) and pre/post 

status. From pre to post, the students at the high intervention site outper-

formed the students at both the low and no intervention schools to a statis-

tically significant degree. As can be seen in the graph, no statistically sig-

nificant differences could be found between the groups at pre-test. After 

the intervention and by the end of the year, statistically significance differ-

ences (p < .05) were found between School A (full intervention) and 

School B (partial intervention) and between School A and School C (no 

intervention comparison).   

 

While many students improved their performance on the writing as-

sessment across all three groups, a greater percentage of students at School 

A (full intervention) improved (52% vs. 34% and 39%) and a lower percent-

age decreased (25% vs. 42% and 44%). 

 

CST Writing Results  

A cross-sectional analysis was conducted of 4th grade CST writing 

results comparing pre-intervention performance levels with post-

intervention performance levels. Again, this was not a matched comparison, 

and instead compared 4th grade students the year before the intervention 

and a different group of 4th grade students after the intervention. First, we 

assessed demographics to ensure that the proportions across schools and 

years were relatively similar and stable. We found no major demographic 

differences that could account for the performance variations. Next, we cal-

culated the average score on the CST writing test (based on an 8-point 

scale) by school for the pre-intervention and post-intervention groups  
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 separately. We ran post hoc comparisons via the General Linear Model 

(GLM) to test the means for statistically significant differences. In the 

year prior to the intervention, School A earned the lowest average score; 

this score was statistically significantly lower than School C, who had the 

highest average score (p = .04). There were no other statistically signifi-

cant differences between groups in this year. After a year of RCOE Writ-

ing Program, School A (the high intervention group) produced a higher 

average score than both Schools B and C, as well as a higher average 

score relative to the previous year’s group of 4th graders who had not 

been exposed to the intervention. The difference in scores between School 

A and School B was statistically significant (p < .000). The difference in 

scores between School A and School C was marginally significant (p 

= .07).  

 

UPDATE - RESULTS 2009-2010 

 

Since our initial investigation of the RCOE Writing Program, all 

schools involved in the study have been given equal access to the full pro-

gram. To research the effect of the program further, we assessed current stu-

dents at the three schools with the hypothesis that there should now be no sig-

nificant performance differences across schools, as they are all now receiving 

the same intervention.  

 

Writing Assessment Results - Update 

 After an additional three years of exposure to the full RCOE Writing 

Program, we once again administered the writing assessment to all three 

schools. The same writing prompt was administered to a new group of 2nd 

through 5th grade students and the same rubric, readers, and analyses were 

applied. However, this time, instead of predicting that there would be differ-

ences across schools due to program exposure, we expected to find no statisti-

cally significant differences across schools because all schools were now re-

ceiving the intervention fully and equally. This prediction was supported by 

the results. Overall, the mean scores across schools were better than they were 

when they were assessed 3-4 years previous, except now there were no statis-

tically significant differences among schools. The average scores were 9.24 

for School A, 9.79 for School B, and 9.76 for School C on a 15-point scale. 

 

CST – Writing Results - Update 

 A similar result was found when we evaluated the average CST writ-

ing scores. All three schools’ average scores went up from our previous 

analyses and there were also no statistically significant differences between 

schools now that all three schools had received the full RCOE Writing Pro-

gram. Average scores for each school were 4.85 for School A, 4.75 for School 

B, and 4.54 for School C on an 8-point scale. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Findings 
 

 The Riverside County Office of Education (RCOE) developed a re-

search-based writing model to help teachers in their districts apply the re-
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tional focus, the majority of time was spent on, “Preparing to Write,” fol-

lowed by, “Drafting,” and “Revising/Proofing.” 

 Two writing assessments were used to evaluate writing performance 

during the course of the study. One assessment was a writing prompt given 

pre- and post-intervention. The writing prompt was given to students at all 

three sites at the beginning of the year and again at the end of the year. Two 

readers who had no knowledge of condition (high, low, or no intervention) or 

pre/post status scored each writing sample. Analyses were conducted compar-

ing change in scores from pre to post and condition. Students in the high in-

tervention group outperformed both the low and no intervention groups. 

 The second assessment was the writing portion of the California Stan-

dards Test (CST). Only a cross-sectional analysis of 4th graders in 2005 and 

4th graders in 2006 could be done because the assessment is not administered 

every year, nor is it administered to every grade level. The results of the 

analysis revealed that students in the high intervention school outperformed 

students in both the low and no intervention schools when comparing 2006 

performance with the baseline obtained of 4th graders in 2005. In the baseline 

year, scores across schools were statistically similar. 

Finally, an update analysis was performed, three years after the initial 

study, to test the hypothesis that all three schools would have similar writing 

performance scores since they had now all been exposed to the full RCOE 

Writing Model. Review of local writing prompt and CST writing scores sup-

ported this hypothesis.  

 Our initial evaluation and follow-up of the RCOE Writing Program 

has provided evidence for the effectiveness of this research-based model. As 

the primary difference between the high intervention school and the low inter-

vention school was follow-up and support via coaching, and the primary dif-

ference between the low intervention and no intervention groups was the 

training, we feel confident that the training and coaching in the five funda-

mental principles (i.e., practice, feedback, meta-cognition, student-centered/

standards-basis, and reinforcement) were instrumental in the success of the 

program. Overall, the results suggest that a usable structure, good materials, 

training in the five fundamental principles, and coaching are useful ingredi-

ents toward the goal of increased student achievement in writing.  

source materials, A California Blueprint for Writing Using Houghton 

Mifflin Reading along with training, Step Up To Writing, and coaching. A 

thorough review of the writing literature revealed that five elements were 

important in helping students develop good writing skills. These ele-

ments include: practice, feedback, meta-cognition, student-centered/

standards-basis, and reinforcement. A four-year study was undertaken to 

investigate the application of this model and resulting effects on student 

reading and writing confidence and writing performance. The study in-

corporated multiple measures including student and teacher surveys, pro-

fessional development logs, and two different writing assessments, to in-

vestigate the RCOE Writing Program. 

The majority of responses to the student survey questions regard-

ing confidence and enjoyment of reading and writing yielded statistically 

significant differences between groups. The vast majority of relationships 

were in the predicted directions. High intervention students had greater 

positive gains in their attitudes toward writing and reading from pre to 

post measurement relative to no intervention students. 

 An analysis of the teacher survey results showed that the teachers 

in the high intervention group indicated that they had a good understand-

ing of the strategies and purpose of the program and believed all students 

could benefit from the program. Contrary to predictions, teachers in the 

low intervention school indicated with greater frequency that the work-

shops were valuable, that they felt free to voice their concerns, that the 

strategies were easy to incorporate, and that the program would make a 

substantial difference with their students, in comparison to the high inter-

vention group teachers. 

 Teachers in the high intervention group were asked to keep de-

tailed professional development logs to provide insight into how much 

time they were spending on various activities related to the program. Ac-

cording to the logs, the largest percentage of time was spent allowing stu-

dents to write independently, followed by teaching the use of graphic or-

ganizers, and teaching and reinforcing grammar. In regard to instruc-
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FURTHER RESEARCH AND LIMITATIONS 

 

 One of the primary limitations of this research is that it was conducted at 

elementary schools with a specific demographic sample (e.g., high English 

learner, high Hispanic, and low socio-economic status). To further the research 

and investigate the generalizability of these results, it would be beneficial to 

apply the same model in schools with different demographics and ages (e.g., 

middle and high schools) to determine the effects of the program on a wider 

spectrum of the student population.  
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