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Overview 

  
  
In the fall of 2014, the Duxbury Public Schools formalized its curriculum review processes.  
Writing was identified as an area of review for the 2014-2015 school year.  A subcommittee 
comprised of teachers K-12 was formed and met monthly.  Discussion during these meetings 
focused on reflection of the current status of the curriculum and instruction.  In addition, 
Buzzards Bay Writing Project conducted an external review by visiting classrooms, analyzing 
data, reading curriculum maps and conducting surveys and interviews with both teachers and 
students.   
 
This reports outlines the subcommittee’s activities and findings inclusive of the findings of the 
Buzzards Bay report and the action plan going forward.  
  

Curriculum and Instruction 

  
Status of Common Core Frameworks 
  
The current ELA curriculum maps reflect the MA Common Core Frameworks.  Teachers actively 
participate in the development of the maps as well as the updating and editing processes.   
 
Relative to a writing program, materials from Empowering Writers were made available to teachers in 
September of 2014.  Review of these materials and the impact on the curriculum maps will occur in the 
summer of 2015.   
 
 
ELA Wiring Instructional Strategies 
  
At the lower grades, the focus is on the goal of writing between one and group of sentences where early 
punctuation and inventive spelling are prevalent.  Instruction occurs in whole groups, small group and 
individually.  Centers are widely utilized so students often write as part of a center activity.  In addition, 
proficiency with fine motor skills is also embedded into the strategies at the primary grades.   
 
At the upper elementary level, students write regularly.  Writing occurs through journal writing, open 
response opportunities and long compositions across the genres of narrative, expository and opinion.  
Students review writing samples based on particular criteria.  Research writing is formally introduced as 
well as the research process.   
 
At the middle school, writing is taught separately from reading in grade 6 and combined with 
reading in grades 7 and 8.  Exemplars are utilized frequently as well as checklists and organizers.  
Students write long compositions in addition to research papers.  Students work in whole group, 
small groups and individually.   



 
At the high school level, expectations progress from grade to grade.  In grades 9 and 10, the 
focus is on developing well-supported five paragraph essays and answers to open response 
questions both related to literature.  Modeling and support are integrated throughout.  As juniors, 
students begin to write with a focus on argument and rhetorical strategies.  Research papers 
continue in high school focused on cause and effect and then argument.   
 
Strengths 
 

• We are doing a lot of writing 
• We are aligned to the common core and have our curriculum mapped 
• Empowering writers is going to provide a common language and structure to their writing 
• Common assessments and benchmarks  

 
Needs 

• Revisit appropriateness of Empowering Writers for all levels 
• Consistency 
• Simpler, clear scope of which parts of grammar belong to each grade etc. 
• Need to establish scope and sequence 
• May need clear expectations for end of year per grade level 
• Developing connection between reading and writing 
• Common language 
• Teacher comfort and time distributions varies  
• Punctuation 
• Lack of grammar curriculum  
• Common Writing assessments which may or may not be tied to texts 

 

Research Summary 
 
Cunningham, J. (2013). Reimaging the Way We Teach Writing in K-5.  University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill 
 
Since it is always important to consider the source, first note is that Dr. Cunningham is an author 
of the Curriculum Associates' Ready program. This is a commercial writing program. Attached is 
a link to their website. Dr. Cunningham is a well-known researcher and author. He was a 
member of the Text Complexity Committee for the CCSS in ELA. This was a position paper on 
the importance of the new standards for writing, the importance of using writing as a vehicle for 
instruction, and strategies to support teachers as they transition.  
The introduction highlighted the weaknesses in writing instruction as a result of NCLB. He 
stated that writing instruction all but vanished during the NCLB era when reading became so 
important. He celebrated the fact that CCSS has not only brought writing back into focus, but 
also gave it equal status to reading in the standards. It also served to broaden the focus of writing 
from narrative to also writing that informs, states opinion, and analyzes texts. He indicated that 
the purposes for this position paper are to 1) highlight the new focus and challenges for teachers 
brought about by CCSS, and 2) serve as a call to action for school administration to provide 
professional development, remove disincentives for teaching writing, and effectively evaluate 
writing programs.  



Studies were cited that brought to light the fact that writing is the subject area that has the 
furthest to go to meet the new standards. One 2004 study surveyed 120 major American 
corporations and concluded that in today's workplace writing is a "threshold skill" for hiring and 
promotion among salaried employees. The second study (2005) condensed its findings: "A 
survey of state human resources divisions by the National Governors Association concludes that 
writing is considered an even more important job requirement for the states' nearly 2.7 million 
employees than it is for the private sector employees studied in the Commission's previous 
survey". Cunningham noted that despite the fact that writing ability has become an expectation 
for a higher percentage of jobs, it is often undervalued by those who remember the time a few 
decades ago when writing was not as vital to learn. The problem posed in the article is that CCSS 
have brought about a need for strong writing instruction, with quantity and rigor of the new 
standards commensurate with that of reading and math standards, but in terms of writing 
instruction there is a long way to go from where we are to where we need to be. 
The author then went on to point out the "good news". Teaching writing has its advantages 
compared with teaching reading: 

• writing depends less than reading on students' home background, therefore there may be 
less of a gap between top and bottom performing students, 

•  writing can be easier for ELLs than reading because they can use a hybrid at first and 
progress to entirely English, and 

•  teaching writing is an efficient use of instructional time because when done well it also 
improves students' reading and content learning.  

He went on to celebrate that the new writing standards are a model for how more rigorous 
educational standards can embody both research findings and best instructional practice. He 
wrote specifically about standards 4, 5, and 10. These standards require students to produce clear 
and coherent writing in which the development and organization are appropriate to task, purpose 
and audience, to write routinely across the school day, and to learn to use the writing process to 
strengthen some of what they write. His opinion is that the new, more rigorous writing standards 
provide both a worthy goal and some effective means for reaching the goal. "The new writing 
standards may be the best standards we have ever had in any area of American education." 
The article goes on to explain how using the writing process (planning, revising, and editing) as a 
vehicle for instruction is important. He stressed that the process should not be taught as a 
procedure for students to learn to follow, but rather that it should be seen as a framework for 
teaching writing because it allows students to focus on one aspect of writing at a time in order to 
learn how to do that aspect better.  
Planning: During this phase students should be studying a mentor text, reading prompts closely 
and unpacking them, and taking notes and organizing them effectively. Once students understand 
an assignment and have done any research it may require, they can then engage in individual 
planning to determine how their paper will be unique. 
Revising: The CCSS lists grade appropriate characteristics for the principal types of writing 
(opinion pieces, informational writing, and narratives). These lists are an excellent source for 
revision guidelines. Students should use guidelines to evaluate their own drafts for features they 
lack and for opportunities to make them stronger.  
Editing: Again the author cites research that supports giving students specific guidelines for 
editing so they will eventually conform to those conventions when they write on-demand. CCSS 
provide guidelines for a checklist to direct students' editing of their writing. He supported a 
progression through the grades of what would appear on these checklists so that as a skill 
become more ingrained it no longer appears on the checklist and something more advanced 
replaces it.  
Finally, the article provides advice for administrators as they support teachers in learning how to 
teach the new writing standards. He recommends the following 
• Build teacher capacity in teaching writing - PD and instructional materials that support best 

practices by including embedded PD are especially important in writing. Newer teachers 
may never have taught writing in any systematic way and older teachers may retain their 
vision of writing from the whole-language era that lacked rigor. 



• Encourage regular formative and interim assessments - observing children while they write 
can provide much information about their progress. This can help pinpoint needs for 
targeted instruction. On-demand writing a few times per year can reveal which studnets 
are making progress and whether what has been taught is manifesting itself in first-draft 
writing.  

• Work to remove disincentives to improved writing instruction -  
 if teachers must mark and grade every piece of writing , they will have students write 

less and focus on the negative when they do. 
 if every piece of student writing is expected to end up a perfect draft, writing will 

become a lengthy chore and students will depend upon teachers for help instead 
of steadily gaining independent control of grade appropriate conventions. 

 if the assumption is that writing only belongs in English class, students will note write 
as much as they need to or do the writing that will increase learning in the 
disciplines such as math and science.  

• Communicate the value of writing to teachers, students, and parents - it helps for students and 
stakeholders to receive regular, accurate, and enthusiastic explanations about the benefits 
of learning to write and what the school or district is doing to promote it. 

• Seek out instructional materials that are rigorous enough to meet the new standards (wait for 
it...here comes the sales pitch). This section outlines helpful evaluation criteria to use 
when evaluating your writing program or a new one. The article compels administrators 
to conduct an audit of their current resources according to 9 criteria: 

 it should be built from scratch in response to CCSS, not improved as a result of them 
 it should be research-based and with a gradual release model 
 Lessons must teach students to write from sources, gather and organize text based 

evidence and integrate it into their writing 
 it should be supportive and empowering for teachers with embedded PD, step by step 

guidance. Should have explicit modeling of the writing for students. 
 Should be motivating to students and provide opportunities for collaboration - real 

world assignments 
 Includes embedded high quality texts - evaluate the quality of the mentor texts and 

source texts 
 Integrates learning across the curriculum 
 Provides ongoing progress monitoring 
 Flexible for multi-media use - should be able to access with interactive whiteboard, etc. 
Conclusion: Because of CCSS we have the guidance and impetus to teach children in the 
elementary grades the valuable writing ability their future success in higher education and 21st 
century careers will require them to have. Standards require education leaders to rethink how 
they support PD and assess writing proficiency. They require re-evaluation of writing 
instructional resources used in classrooms. "This time presents teachers and administrators with 
tremendous opportunity to reimagine the way writing is taught." 
 
 
Gilbert, J. & Graham, S. (2010). Teaching writing to elementary students in grades 4–6: A 

national survey. The Elementary School Journal, 110(4). pp. 494-518 
 
Conclusions: 
(Gilbert and Graham, 2010) 

Writing instruction needs to be reviewed and reformed on many levels 
Teachers need better preparation in teacher programs 
Students need more time to write 
Students need to be engaged in a broader range of writing activities 
Teachers need to spend more time teaching 



More research based practices on writing need to be used 
Differentiate writing for all students (strong and weak writers) 
 
Graham, S. & Hebert, M. (2011). Writing to read: A meta-analysis of the impact of writing and 

writing instruction on reading. Harvard Educational Review. 81(4). p. 710 

This is an article stating what most teachers already know: writing helps reading. In the studies 
conducted the researchers explored using writing to facilitate reading. The research shows that 
writing about a text has been shown to improve reading comprehension and fluency. Generally, 
increasing how much students write enhances their reading comprehension and writing facilitates 
reading. 
Teachers can enhance students’ understanding of the text they read by having them write about it 
and more writing instruction produced greater reading gains than less writing instruction.  
 
This meta-analysis of 95 experiments examines the effectiveness of writing as a tool for 
improving reading for students in grades 1-12.  Findings show positive support in favor of using 
writing to enhance students' comprehension, strengthen student reading skills, and improve how 
well students read.  The following three questions were considered: 

Does writing about material read enhance students' comprehension of text? 
Does writing skills instruction strengthen students' reading skills? 
Does increasing how much students write improve how well they read? 

Conclusions 
• Writing about material read enhances reading comprehension of students in grades 2-12.  Four 

types of writing were found to be effective: extended writing, summary writing, note 
taking, and answering/generating questions.  Higher effect sizes were obtained when 
middle school students wrote about their reading then when high school students 
did.  High school students performed better when they were taught how to write as 
compared to students who were not. 

• Multi-component writing instruction resulted in improved reading comprehension for typically 
developing students in grades 4-12. 

• Teaching spelling and sentence construction skills improved the reading fluency of typically 
developing students in grades 1-7. 

• Spelling instruction improved the word reading skills of typically developing as well as 
weaker spellers in grades 1-5.   

• Increasing the amount of student writing positively effects how well typically developing 
students in grades 1-6 read. 

• The authors suggest that the impact of writing instruction on reading can be strengthened if 
instruction is designed so that this is an intentional outcome.  They recommend further 
research to examine if other writing practices improve reading and how writing 
interventions can be designed so that they maximally enhance students' reading skills. 

We as teachers should continue to use writing activities as tools to enhance the understanding of 
material read, while keeping in mind the importance of direct writing instruction and frequency 
of writing to improve student reading ability overall. 
 
Graham, S., McKeown, D., Kiuhara, S., & Harris, K. R. (2012). A Meta-Analysis of Writing 

Instruction for Students in the Elementary Grades. Journal of Educational Psychology. 
Advance online publication. doi: 10.1037/a0029185 

  
A meta-analysis was used to summarize the effectiveness of various instructional strategies in 
the elementary grades. 
Reasons for the study: 

Concerns have been raised about the quality of writing instruction-if teachers need to 



meet writing standards they need to have the appropriate tools to do so. 
Waiting until later years to address literacy issues that should be addressed in the earlier 
years is unsuccessful-something needs to be done to prevent students at the middle school 
level from not being able to meet grade level writing standards. 
There has been no meta-analysis done with only elementary school students.  
 

12 recommendations to improve writing quality 
Explicit instruction: 
1. Teach strategies for planning, drafting, or revising different types of text. 
2. Teach self-regulating procedures for the strategies they have been taught (goal setting, self 
assessment). 
3. Encourage and teach students to be creative (visual imagery). 
4. Teach the formation and structure of different types of text. 
5. Teach transcription skills such as spelling, handwriting and keyboarding. 
Scaffold Students Writing: 
6. Allow for collaboration between students to plan, draft, revise and edit writing 
7. Set clear and specific goals for students. 
8. Create prewriting activities that allow students to organize ideas before starting the first draft. 
9. Assess student learning and writing using teacher and peer feedback. 
10.  Allow students to use word processing as a primary tool. 
Other Writing Activities 
11. Increase writing time for students-even if it is only 15 minutes a day. 
Complete Writing Program 
12.  Implement a comprehensive writing program.  
Grammar instruction in the elementary grades was also studied but a positive ES was not 
found.  The article stated that the findings should be interpreted cautiously as more research 
would be needed to further test how effective grammar instruction is during the early 
years.  Many of us had discussed how explicit grammar instruction might not be 
developmentally appropriate with younger children. 
 
Haystead, M. W., & Magaña, S. (2013). Using technology to enhance the art and science of 

teaching framework: A descriptive case study. Centennial, CO: Marzano Research 
Laboratory. 

A Descriptive Case Study 
"It is an unfortunate reality that, once provided with expensive educational technologies, many 
teachers do not receive the professional development necessary to make effective use of those 
technology tools in the classroom. Instead, professional development is often primarily focused 
on the functionalities of the technology tool itself (for example, computers, software suites, 
laptops, tablets, interactive whiteboards [IWBs], student response systems [clickers], and so on) 
and not on how to utilize these tools within the context of an effective instructional framework." 
Hypothesis: 
If teachers receive professional development…. 
….focused on using technology to enhance the Art and Science of Teaching       framework…. 
…then their instructional practices will become more effective… 
…and student achievement and engagement will increase. 
 Question: 
 Does teacher professional development focused on using interactive technologies to enhance 
instructional strategies (articulated in the Art and Science of Teaching framework; Marzano, 
2007) influence student engagement and achievement? 
 Findings: 
The standardized scores did improve over the three year period, suggesting that teacher 
professional development did have an impact on student learning. 



 
Hough, T., Hixson, M., Decker, D. & Bradley-Johnson, S. (2012). The effectiveness of an 

explicit instruction writing program for second graders. J Behav Educ. 21:163–174 DOI 
10.1007/s10864-012-9146-0 

 
"The Effectiveness of an Explicit Instruction Writing Program for Second Graders" looked at the 
use of a program called Quickwrite with a small group of struggling regular education second 
grade writers.   Quickwrite explicitly teaches four parts of the writing process: brainstorming, 
planning, drafting, and revising. Then students are given short time limits to actually complete 
each step. Prior studies had found explicit instruction with the writing process had been lacking 
in the elementary grades and that basic writing skills and mechanics had been mostly focused on 
instead. 
 
When comparing the baseline stories of the children involved in the Quickwrite study with their 
stories after they were given one-on-one instruction for 8-12 sessions, 20-30 minutes each, it was 
found that all students increased the number of story elements in their writing. (Story elements 
meaning things like the who, what, where, and when of the story). The results were consistent 
over time, as the children were asked to write stories 2 and 4 weeks later as well. Not much 
change was found in the actual number of words written, with some students even writing less 
words. Things like spelling, punctuation, and vocabulary were not assessed. 
 
 
Jeffrey, J. & Wilcox, K. (2014).  ‘How do I do it if I don’t like writing?: Adolescents’ stances 

toward writing across disciplines. Read Writ.  27(1), pp. 1095–1117 doi 10.1007/s11145-
013-9493-9  

This study examined the attitude of adolescents at middle school and high school from a variety 
of skill levels toward academic writing in both ELA and other disciplines. Their concern 
stemmed from an NAEP study which suggested that the majority of US students are not 
adequately developing their writing abilities prior to high school graduation. 
  
The researchers noted that writing proficiency in one academic domain (ELA) does not 
guarantee proficiency in others (social studies, math, science), and that students receive different 
access to opportunities to practice writing in different genres across disciplinary settings. They 
asked a series of questions to a small sample of students to gauge their attitude toward writing. 
  
Results 
Students expressed an equal number of positive and negative stances toward writing. 
Students were far more likely to express positive stances toward writing in ELA than in other 
disciplines. 
The researchers found that students expressed positive stances toward writing that allowed them 
to engage in the assignments subjectively, and these opportunities happened more often in ELA 
than other disciplines, where they were more often than not allowed to choose a topic and voice 
an opinion. 
Both higher and lower achieving students in middle and high school preferred writing 
subjectively and with invention, and believed those opportunities were more often found in ELA. 
Students perceive that writing in disciplines other than ELA offers little opportunity for 
creativity, which they value. 
Lower achieving students did not perceive a focus on extended writing in classes other than 
ELA. 



Higher achieving students were more likely to identify differences among disciplinary writing 
tasks. 
  
Discussion 
Students have difficulty in gauging the appropriate degree of involvement with their sources in 
academic writing and merely view ELA writing as “subjective” and other disciplinary writing as 
“objective.” They do not understand that writing in disciplinary genres provides them with a tool 
for developing knowledge and engaging in the subject matter. Students have little opportunity to 
use writing for knowledge construction, which may be a result of content area teachers who have 
not received training in writing instruction, particularly in “writing to learn” models and 
extended multiple draft assignments. 
  
Conclusion 
“highly competent writing is ultimately distinguished by its knowledge-transforming and 
knowledge-crafting, as opposed to its knowledge-telling functions (Kellogg, 2008). Furthermore, 
the path to becoming an expert writer can be expected to develop over a lifetime [my italics] and 
be in part dependent upon opportunities to create different kinds of writing for different 
audiences and different purposes, which this study suggests can vary considerably depending 
upon a student’s achievement history and course taking patterns (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand & 
Gamoran, 2003).” 
  
My Thoughts 
I just graded three sets of SophomoreOpen Responses, and despite my best efforts, and the best 
efforts of every English teacher who came before me, students still insist on using inappropriate 
first person (I think, I believe, in my opinion).   This practice seems to be linked to students’ 
desire to engage in subjective, personal and highly opinionated writing. 
 
 
Lacina, J. & Block, C. (2012). Progressive writing instruction: Empowering school leaders and 

teachers. Voices from the Middle, 19(3).15. 

The authors of this study wanted a broader understanding of how multiple districts throughout 
the US view middle school writing instruction for the 21st century.  They cited the research on 
writing as describing good writing instruction involving: 

• Scaffolding of skills 
• Using literature as a model for writing 
• Writing within the content areas 
• Teaching reading and writing using new literacies 

The authors created a survey that they invited 17 of the most populous school districts in the US 
to participate in using survey monkey and which posed 4 open ended survey questions and 2 
rating scales based on district use of research-based classroom writing practices.   
What they found was that 72% of the administrators surveyed felt that middle school students are 
not writing more proficiently than prior generations and they cited two primary reasons for this:  
• Too little time devoted to the teaching of writing 
• Too much teacher focus on form rather than content 
The survey also found that respondents saw the introduction of technology as the single most 
important action taken by their school districts over the past decade. 
I was struck by the statement about schools "obsess(ed) with form and correctness (which) As a 
result, the writer's voice and ideas are separated from the piece of writing; the writing becomes 



only a piece of paper to be evaluated, instead of way for a writer to communicate.  "The authors 
made the following recommendations based on their research findings: 
• Use authors and their texts as mentors (citing that students today are much more visual 

learners and that the use of author websites, etc. would better "hook" students to the art of 
writing. 

• Implementing peer response groups using wikis or blogs 
• Use real-time text tools to promote collaborative writing 
• Include content area writing strategies throughout the curriculum 
Finally, and very importantly in my opinion, the authors stated the need for teachers and school 
district leaders to "be reinvigorated with the excitement and possibilities for writing in the 21st 
century." 
 
McCarthey, S. & Ro, Y. (2011). Approaches to writing instruction. Pedagogies: An International 

Journal, 6:4, 273-295 

Approaches to Writing Instruction" by Sarah J. McCarthy and Yeon Sun(Ellie)Ro and published 
in Pedagogies: An International Journal, 6:4,273-295 gives an in-depth account of writing 
instruction in grades three and four from four states(Illinois, Utah, West Virginia, and 
Vermont) chronicling the attitudes and strategies of teachers involved as well as said states 
expectations about the teaching of writing. 
The approaches to the teaching of writing included writer's workshop, traditional skills, genre-
based instruction, and hybrid/eclectic strategies. 
The study focused on the approach individual teachers used, influences on the writing 
instruction, and patterns(if any)that occurred across teachers and schools in the study. 
Of course scaffolding/think aloud(can cause rigidity), weaving, and genre(very popular at 
present) were discussed, all subject to standard-based assessment. 
Generally, however, the researchers seem to glean that one approach does not fit all and that a 
variety needs to be used in order to meet individual needs and actually those teachers who 
employed an eclectic approach to the instruction of writing saw gains in their students progress 
and flexibility with writing. 
While this research focused on grades three and four, mention was made that as writing 
instruction moved into the upper grades and as students gained more control in their writing, the 
hybrid/eclectic approach continued to promote better writing/clearer thinking because this 
approach was less rigid than the other strategies observed. 
 

 
 
National Writing Project. (2010).    Writing project professional development continues to yield 

gains in student writing achievement. Berkley, CA.   

The NWP did research on how professional development in writing continues to help improve 
student writing achievement.  There were 16 studies, 7 states and 103 out of 112 showed positive 
results from the NWP professional development teaching strategies for writing.  The professional 
development is based on the common core and the NWP focus is topic development and 
organization, however they did assess the student writing on all of the following (see screen 
shot). The studies employed pre and post measures of student writing comparing students whose 
teachers had participated in NWP programming to those who had not.  Most teachers were 
trained during in-service time and a small percentage were trained over the summer.  The 
research brief also gave a summary from 10 specific states and the findings ---overall positive 
results for the NWP vs. non NWP writing programs for professional development of teaching 



writing and NWP vs no training at all.  The studies in this brief were done during 2006-
2009.  Ongoing professional development in how to teach writing and writing instructional 
strategies are hugely beneficial in improving students writing performance.  

 
Werderich, D. & Armstrong, S. (2013). Examining the conceptualizations, perceptions, and 

practices of adolescent writers. Literacy Research and Instruction. 52(4), 339-373 doi: 
10.1080/19388071.2013.812167 

In this study, Werderich & Armstrong proposed that adolescent students hold varying 
conceptualizations of writing, depending on the setting. Also, students held differing 
conceptualizations of what constitutes “good writing.” Specifically, other people’s writing was 
deemed as good based on reader-reception and readability; additionally, their own writing was 
good based on very specific, basic skills, such as word choice and spelling. The authors of this 
study argue that “a deeper understanding of adolescents’ writing practices outside of the school 
environment is crucial for developing confident, lifelong writers.”  
The study found that writer self-perception is developed socially, and that writers’ perceptions 
about their abilities as writers stay at about the same level from middle school to first year of 
college. The study also affirms the growing trend in adolescents’ increase in digital writing 
practices outside of school; the concept and activity of writing has changed as a result of 
emerging technologies. 
The authors identified several themes and patterns in the data: 
1.) There is a need for a deeper understanding and explanation of the purposes of writing. 
Adolescents made it very clear that additional, explicit acknowledgement and validation of 
out-of-school writing forms, especially technology related writing (i.e., text messages, social 
networking posts, blogs), is needed    2.) Adolescents clearly indicated that they write for a 
variety of purposes and audiences. If we want students to develop as confident, lifelong writers, 
educators should provide opportunities for students to write different kinds of texts, for 
different purposes, and for different audiences. One aspect of this is positioning in-school 
writing as a learning process, rather than an exercise in producing a correct document.   3. More 
time and attention should be devoted to the teaching of writing at all levels. Policy statements 
and available research recommend that the amount of time that students spend on writing be 
doubled, and emphasize process-oriented instruction (unfortunately, external forces continue 
to affect writing instruction in classrooms, particularly in light of the No Child Left Behind Act, 
which takes a narrow approach to writing curriculum. 
 
Yost, D. Liang, L. & Vogal, R. (2014). Engaging young adolescents in school-based 

writing. Middle Grades Research Journal, Volume 9(1), pp. 71–84 
 
The article, Engaging Young Adolescents In School-Based Writing, by Deborah S. Yost, Ling L. 
Liang, and Robert Vogel, describes research that was inspired by the approach of Erin Gruwell, 
an English teacher, and founder of the Freedom Writers Program. Gruwell’s approach is 
portrayed in her book, The Freedom Writers Diary and in the movie, “Freedom Writers”. Ms. 
Gruwell used journaling to motivate her students to take writing seriously, as well as, improve 
the quality of their writing. The journals present an opportunity for students to voice their 
opinions, share life experiences, and validate their feelings. This approach requires an element of 
trust between the teacher and students, which is fostered through the program. In addition, 
emerging themes from the journal writing represent topics that are considered important and 
relevant to the student, and are used to build learning connections across all content areas. As a 
result, students become invested in the quality of their writing, relationships with others, and 
demonstrated academic growth.  This is approach is identified as Writer’s Matter Approach. 
      
The researchers wanted to know if the success of the Writers Matter Approach, could be 



duplicated in other learning environments.  Writers Matter, supports literacy, equity, and 
excellence in middle grades through its focus on autonomy, voice, and relationship building in 
the context of writing tasks that connect to personal experience and other content areas (Yost & 
Vogel, 2012). 
Participants 
Members of a “traditional” ELA classroom setting and teaching practices were identified as the 
“control group”. The “experimental group” included students practicing Writers Matter 
approach. A total of six schools, grades six, seven, and eight. All schools are public, located in 
an Urban settings and serve a high needs population, one school is a private selective school, 
however is similar to the public school in the diverse racial and ethnic population. Seven 
classrooms were “experimental”; four classrooms represented the “control” group. 
Data 
The study collected data via a pre- post Writing Survey. Students took the survey in the 
September and at the end of the school year in June. Categories of questions included, student 
interest in writing at school and out of school, the relevancy of topics, relationships with 
teachers, and whether they wrote by hand or word processor. 
Results 
 The survey revealed positive results for the experimental group. Students revealed a positive 
attitude toward writing in and out school. In addition, student responses on the survey indicated 
strong positive relationships with teachers. Overall, in areas most closely associated with 
cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, and connective instruction, the Writers Matters 
students have shown statistically significant gains. The control group’s responses remained 
essentially unchanged from pre- post (Yost, Ling, &Vogel, 2014). 
Implications 
In order to improve student motivation and interest in writing, curriculum must continue to 
evolve and be relevant to the middle school student. Students will be persistent in reaching goals 
when they perceive the task to be authentic. A positive learning environment supports the 
emotional needs of the students and furthers growth in developing compassion. 
 

 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Data Analysis 

  
 
MCAS 
          
Review of the district’s MCAS results indicated patterns of high performance and areas of focus 
including open response and topic development.  
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Grade 6 

Overall Performance 
  

All Students (All):  22% Advanced, 70% Proficient, 8% Needs Improvement, 0% Warning/Failing 
Non-Disabled Students (ND):  26% Advanced, 70% Proficient, 4% Needs Improvement, 0% 
Warning/Failing 
Disabled Students (D): 2% Advanced, 68% Proficient, 27% Needs Improvement, 2% 
Warning/Failing 
 
 

Grade 7 
Overall Performance 

  
All Students (All):  29% Advanced, 67% Proficient, 3% Needs Improvement, 1% Warning/Failing 
Non-Disabled Students (ND):  32% Advanced, 66% Proficient, 2% Needs Improvement, 0% 
Warning/Failing 
Disabled Students (D): 14% Advanced, 76% Proficient, 5% Needs Improvement, 5% 
Warning/Failing 
 

Grade 8 
Overall Performance 

  
All Students (All):  22% Advanced, 71% Proficient, 6% Needs Improvement, 1% Warning/Failing 
Non-Disabled Students (ND):  23% Advanced, 74% Proficient, 3% Needs Improvement, 0% 
Warning/Failing 
Disabled Students (D): 6% Advanced, 48% Proficient, 39% Needs Improvement, 6% 
Warning/Failing 

 
Grade 10  

Overall Performance 
  

All Students (All):  71% Advanced, 28% Proficient, 1% Needs Improvement, 0% Failing 
Non-Disabled Students (ND):  80% Advanced, 20% Proficient, 0% Needs Improvement, 0% 
Failing 
Disabled Students (D): 19% Advanced, 76% Proficient, 5% Needs Improvement, 0% Failing 
 
Grade 6 Spring 2014 Points 

Possible 
School Score State Score School/State Diff 

Open Response 4    



 Question # 11 4 2.45 2.43 0.02 

Question # 22 4 2.53 2.50 0.03 

Question # 33 4 2.45 2.23 0.22 

Question #40 4 1.9 1.58 0.32 

     

Grade 7 Spring 2014 Points 
Possible 

School Score State Score School/State Diff 

Open Response 4    

 Question #7 4 2.5 2.23 0.27 

Question #18 4 2.72 2.27 0.45 

Question #24 4 2.83 2.47 0.36 

Question #34 4 3 2.68 0.32 

WP1 - Topic 
Development 

12 8.33 7 1.33 

WP1 - Conventions  8 7.68 6.77 0.91 

 
Grade 8 Spring 2014 Points 

Possible 
School Score State Score School/State Diff 

Open Response 4    

 Question #7 4 3 2.65 0.35 

Question #12 4 2.86 2.48 0.38 

Question #23 4 2.67 2.39 0.28 

Question #34 4 2.66 2.37 0.29 

     

Grade 10 Spring 2014 Points 
Possible 

School Score State Score School/State Diff 

Open Response 4    

 Question #9 4 3.02 2.67 0.35 

Question #14 4 2.74 2.46 0.28 

Question #27 4 2.98 2.55 0.43 

Question #36 4 2.91 2.62 0.29 

WP1 - Topic 
Development 

12 8.25 7.37 0.88 

WP1 - Conventions  8 7.69 7.09 0.60 



 
Current Materials and Programs 

  
 

K-5 
 
Prior to the introduction of the Empowering Writers materials, materials were teacher generated 
or selected.  Teachers received the Empowering Writers materials as well as three hours of 
training.  Discussion continues on the implementation and expectations of the program as follow-
up to this review process.   
  
  

6-12 
 
Materials in the secondary schools are teacher selected and from a variety of sources.   
  

Survey of Local Districts 
  
Easton                                    Empowering Writers (3-5) 

Pilot Empowering Writers (K-2) 
  
Bridgewater-Raynham      Empowering Writers 
  
Seekonk                               Tools of the Mind (preK-K) 
                                             Lucy Calkins (1-5) 
  
Freetown-Lakeville            Empowering Writers 
  
Weymouth                          Reading Street 
                                          ThinkSRSD (Self Regulated Strategy Development) 
  
Norwell                                John Collins K-12 
                                             Phasing in Project Read Framing Your Thoughts K-12 
  
Cohasset                              Empowering Writers K-5 
                                             Local Plan 6-12 
  
Hanover                              Combined Empowering Writers, John Collins, local plan 
  
Marshfield                          John Collins K-12 



  
Hingham                             Empowering Writers K-5 
                                             Local Plan 6-12 
  
Hull                                      John Collins K-8 
  
Scituate                               Empowering Writers K-5 
                                             Local Plan 6-12 
  
Rockland                             Writer Workshop with Empowering Writers K-4 
                                             Empowering Writers 5 
                                             Local Plan 6-12 
                                              
  
 
 
 
   

The Buzzards Bay Writing Project Consulting Review 

 
The district employed the Buzzards Bay Writing Project to conduct a review.  The thorough 
report is located on the district web page under Curriculum and Instruction at 
http://www.duxbury.k12.ma.us/cms/lib2/MA01001583/Centricity/Domain/32/Duxbury%20Writi
ng%20Report%20-%20Final.pdf.   
Results of the Buzzards Bay review are integrated into the committee’s recommendations and 
action plan.   
  
 

Recommendations of the K-12 ELA Subcommittee 

  
The K-12 ELA Subcommittee determined action steps for the coming school year and beyond.  
The committee first drafted recommendations and then specific action steps.   
  
Recommendations 2015-2016 
  
Chandler  

• Rewrite curriculum maps  
o Identify one term for each specific genre writing across school 
o Break down Empowering Writers to have a set plan, scope and sequence, 

schedule 
o Scaffold, break down writing into smaller parts 



o Provide chances for exploration in writing and provide ample choice to students 
• Provide professional development where teachers are conversing about best practices and 

common and successful techniques 
• Emphasize the writing process and use common tools and cohesive language among 

grade levels 
• Create a library for teachers with materials and books related to Empowering riters and 

genres 
Alden 

• Provide more professional development in Empowering Writers and time for teachers 
among grade levels to work together 

• Examine our expectations for volume and time allotment for writing instruction 
• Investigate school-wide models of writing instruction 
• Allot summer work for scope and sequence 
• Create a toolkit for all students to reference and posters for visuals 
• Discuss across grades how writing is progressing etc. 
• Re-examine benchmarks 
• Continue to focus on open response as instruction varied from class to class 
• Increase time to discuss and plan writing instruction 
• Observe other teachers teaching 
• Increase student choice 
• Increase student talk and interaction 

 
 Middle/High School 

• Provide professional development and a resource library for teachers 
• Integrate strategies that focus on student as writer: writing workshops?  peer evaluation? 
• Revise maps to establish sequence and focused skills 
• Develop common expectations and language and sequence of skills. Possible resource: 

(http://www.pearsonschool.com/index.cfm?locator=PSZpO2&PMDBSOLUTIONID=67
24&PMDBSITEID=2781&PMDBCATEGORYID=3289&PMDBSUBSOLUTIONID=&
PMDBSUBJECTAREAID=&PMDBSUBCATEGORYID=&PMDbProgramID=72861&
elementType=onlineSample&elementID=) 

• Integrate more creative writing 
• Structure grammar instruction (connects with #4) 
• Utilize peer assessment (connects with #2) 
• Create cross curriculum opportunities / PD  

 
 
Action Steps 2015-2016 
 
Chandler School will: 

•    Develop an Empowering Writers Scope and Sequence for grades K-2, during summer 
work 



•    Have grade level time dedicated to Empowering Writers 
• Develop writing prompts for each term, based on the genre of the term 
•     Create a library for teachers with materials and books related to Empowering Writers and    

genres 
Ideas to promote fine motor skills at Chandler: 

•   Have Handwriting Without Tears trained teachers can present to the staff, to maximize our 
use of these materials, and ideas for fine motor activities. 
•    Encourage more fine motor, kinesthetic activities during center time, morning work 
•    Communicate to incoming kindergarten parents about the importance of fine motor skills 
as they enter school 
•    Through the Duxbury Preschool Council, communicate with area preschool directors 
about the fine motor concerns, so they can promote these skills at preschool and at home. 

 
Alden 

• Develop and Empowering Writers scope and sequence for grades 3-5 during summer 
work 

• Have the reading specialists will provide monthly comprehension strategy focus with 
resources  

• Select writing prompts by term by genre 
• Purchase mentor texts (Empowering Writers and Comprehension Toolkit) 
• Reexamine the graphic organizers and select/communicate the ones being used. 

• Refocus on the grammar scope and sequence  
 

Middle School/High School 
  

• Focus skills we are addressing for each grade with writing assessments 
• Discuss cross-curricular opportunities with History 
• Discuss how to use the frameworks to determine assessments through each grade 
• Provide in house PD on effective and meaningful feedback 
• Consider flipped instruction for grammar and have students make their own grammar 

tutorials. 
• Focus on writing across the curriculum where the English department supports other 

faculty members  
 

District: 
 
Summer work will include separate work sessions K-5, 6-12 and a combined day.  Grammar and 
vocabulary strands will be examined for consistency and cohesion.  Discussion of graphic 
organizers will focus on growth from K-8.  Middle/high school programs will be explored.   


