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MOVING FORWARD WITH WRITING INSTRUCTION:
 Our Agenda

• Writing: How well are our students doing?

• What we know about the reading-writing connection

• Standards-based writing expectations for students

• What has gotten in the way of writing instruction in the 
classroom

• Writing instruction strategies with high impact: What the 
research says

• Next steps for districts in moving forward with writing 
instruction



A thought to get started. . .

LITERACY is reading AND writing,

so we shouldn’t be surprised that after delving into

 the science of READING,the science of WRITING 

wouldn’t be far behind.



There is plenty of evidence of this need
At the beginning of 2025, the Nation’s Report Card showed the 

largest achievement gap between  the lowest- and highest- 

achieving students ever recorded. 



Interesting finding from NAEP, 2024

In NAEP student surveys, lower-performing 4th graders 
were less likely than their higher-performing peers to say 
that their teachers asked them to write long answers to 

reading tests or assignments more than five times a year.



The Reading
Writing
Connection



“There is no reading without writing,

And no purpose for writing

without reading.”

                                                      ~Steve Graham



SCIENCE OF READING PRINCIPLES (with Implications for Writing)                                        

• 1 Science-based reading instruction is a matter of equity and supports all children. 

• 2 Learning to read and write is not natural and must be taught systematically, explicitly, and cumulatively. 

• 3 Proficient reading requires word recognition and language comprehension, while proficient writing requires 
transcription and composition skills.

• 4 Reading and writing are mutually-reinforcing processes that should be taught through integrated instruction. 

• 5 Background knowledge and vocabulary are critical to both reading comprehension and writing composition. 

• 6 Literacy relies on language as its primary system: Instruction must develop both oral and written language. 

• 7 Reading comprehension is a series of cognitive processes that are employed during and after reading.

•  8 Universal screening and progress monitoring are critical to gather the data needed to target instruction and 
measure     effectiveness. 

• 9 Literacy instruction in any language must be based on that language’s unique features. 

• 10 Honoring the home language, culture, and community experiences of all students supports positive, long-term 
outcomes.
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Standards-Based Writing 
Expectations for Students



We see the R-W Connection in Standards-based 
Assessment Tasks

• Revising texts by choosing better words (sr)

• Select a group of sentences that would follow a passage logically (sr)

• Rewrite a paragraph by reorganizing it and adding details (cr)

• Explain the organization of a [poem] and how the organization supports 
understanding (cr)

• Revising texts by. . . (sr)

• Explaining figurative language—the device used and why the author 
used it (cr))

• Rewrite a story by adding dialogue, descriptive details, and a 
conclusion without changing the events or characters (cr)

• Full writes: argument/opinion, explanatory, narrative



The Rigor of FULL WRITES

• These tasks often require extended time to complete, but not 
just because the task is “longer.”

• Research and planning are often involved where students 
need to read and interpret multiple sources. 

• Students may be asked to respond to questions that require 
integration of all sources.

• Students will be asked to write in depth to prompts across one 
or more writing structures: narrative, informative, 
opinion/argument, literary analysis, and research.

• These extended tasks require students to synthesize 
information creatively, developing a written product that is 
uniquely their own: You can hear their VOICE!



But to succeed 
on these tasks, it’s 
not just about 
providing 
students with time 
to write and a 
rigorous task. . .

it’s about 
explicitly 
TEACHING the 
CRAFTS and 
STRUCTURES of 
WRITING!

It was a dark and stormy night. . .



What gets in the way of rigor 
in writing. . .and writing 

instruction?



• Teachers have not been taught a lot about writing or 
writing instruction, and many do not consider 
themselves good writers.

• For students who struggle with literacy, reading is hard 
enough; writing is even harder.

• Teachers spend so much time teaching reading, that 
there is little time left for the teaching of writing.

• Too many teachers still think that time to write and 
providing writing prompts is teaching writing.

• Sometimes reading and writing are taught by different 
teachers.

• CT has eliminated the “full write” from SBA assessments. 
Reality: What gets tested, gets taught.



What works in 
the teaching 
of writing, 
and how well 
does it work?

What does the 
science say—
based on 
effect size and 
other research?



What is the effect size?
What do we mean by effect size?

• How big is the effect—compared to students who don’t receive similar instruction or 
opportunities?

How do we interpret effect size?

• Think of it as standard deviation

• In education an effect size of .40 is considered about average

• Effect size of .20 is low; Effect size of .80 is high

• Can also have Effect size of -.?? Which means the practice actually detrimental to 
students; or Effect size of 1.?? Which means the effect is more than one standard 
deviation

Why do we care?

• When choosing instructional practices, include practices with the high effect sizes. 
Consider how you could make practices with lower effect sizes more impactful.



What is the effect size?
1. Writing Process: Students are taught to use a multi-step writing 

process, including planning, drafting, revising, and editing. They 
make use of this process in writing assignments.

2. Collaboration: Students work collaboratively on their writing in pairs 
or groups at various stages of the writing process: planning, drafting, 
revising, editing.

3. Feedback: Students receive regular and timely performance 
feedback about the quality of a writing product from adults, peers, 
or through self-administered ratings (e.g., using rubrics). 



What is the effect size?

4. Goal setting: At various points in the writing process (planning, 
drafting, writing, revising), students are encouraged to form specific 
goals; they later report out (to the teacher or a peer) whether they 
have actually accomplished those goals. 

5. Transcription: Students become fluent in keyboarding and 
handwriting  and have regular access to word-processing devices 
when writing.

6. Pre-writing: Students engage in pre-writing activities: Before beginning 
a writing assignment, students take part in tasks to plan what they will 
write. This might include drawing pictures relevant to the topic; writing 
out a writing plan; reading articles linked to the writing topic, etc.

7. More writing: Students have more writing included in their daily 
instruction (i.e. journaling, writing written responses to questions, 
writing to prompts)



What is the effect size?
8. Writing models: Students study writing models of the kinds of writing 

they will be asked to produce so they can in turn incorporate similar 
elements of structure and craft into their writing pieces.

9. Text structure: Students are taught basic text structures (narrative, 
informative, opinion) along with genres within those structures (like 
fables, biography, editorials)

10. Sentence construction skills: Students are taught sentence types, 
sentence building, and sentence modeling.

11. Writing strategies: Students are taught techniques that “real writers” 
use such as strong verbs and other crafts, do’s and don’ts to 
maximize writing effectiveness, etc.

12. Writing mechanics (including grammar and spelling}: Students 
receive explicit instruction in spelling and writing mechanics 
(including grammar).

                                                All data points identified by Steve Graham 2007, 2010, 2012



What to look for 
in classroom 
writing 
instruction 
based on:

• Effect Size
• Other 

Research
• Standards
• More



Effect Size. . .
And What to Look for in Classrooms

1. Teachers teach the writing process explicitly 

– Gradual release model) including prewriting, drafting, revising, editing 
AND elements of different writing structures: narrative, argument, etc.

2. Teachers provide some opportunities for student collaboration 
when students engage in the writing process 

– Probably revising and editing and maybe planning; drafting is more of an 
individual task

3. Teachers provide timely and specific feedback 

– One or two points; possibly a glow and a grow. Not “add details,” but “try 
adding some dialogue here to make your character come alive.”



What to Look for Based on Effect Size (cont’d)

4. Teachers model setting writing goals and ask students to set daily 
writing goals for themselves.

– Examples: “By the end of class today I will have  written my introduction and first 
body paragraph.” “I will have gotten feedback from my writing partner and 
begun to revise as needed.” Can also be goals set by teacher.

5.  Teachers develop students’ skills in transcription.

– Handwriting and keyboarding (handwriting has more impact on THINKING)

6. Teachers provide some (but not excessive) opportunities for 
prewriting so students can specify a framework for their writing 
without spending too much time or creativity on this part of the writing 
process. 

– 3 points to include in an informational essay; plot outline (pyramid) for story



What to Look for Based on Effect Size (cont’d)

7. More writing

– When teachers provide time for more writing in the school day, it includes 
focused instruction, not just writing to a prompt or “free writing.”  

8. Writing models

– When teachers use writing models, they help students deconstruct them to 
identify the craft and structure  

9. Teachers teach text structures

– Teachers provide explicit instruction in informational/explanatory writing, 
narrative writing, and opinion/argument writing 

10.  Teachers teach sentence construction skills

– Types of sentences, building sentences, and combining sentences
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What to Look for Based on Effect Size (cont’d)

11.Writing strategies 

– Teachers teach author’s crafts such as alliteration, similes, etc., but also strategies 
for using writing time productively. 

12.Writing mechanics

– Teachers provide instruction in spelling and grammar

***************** 

13.Summarizing

– Teachers teach students how to summarize—because summarizing well assures 
reading comprehension before other writing about reading

14.  Teachers connect reading and writing

– Teachers make sure students write about what they are reading and read about 
what they are writing



What to Look for Based on Effect Size
PD Activity

1.  Teachers teach the writing process explicitly.

– What would explicit instruction of writing look like?

2. Teachers provide some opportunities for student collaboration 
when students engage in the writing process.

– In what components of the writing process would collaboration be most 
effective?

3.  Teachers provide timely and specific feedback.

– What kind of feedback is the most helpful?



What to Look for Based on Effect Size 
PD Activity (cont’d)

4. Teachers model setting writing goals and ask students to set daily 
writing goals for themselves: 

– What are some examples of good daily writing goals?

5. Teachers develop students’ skills in transcription—including 
keyboarding

– What kinds of transcription skills do students need?

6. Teachers provide some (but not excessive) opportunities for 
prewriting.

– What kinds of pre-writing opportunities are effective?

7.  Teachers provide time for more writing in the school day.

– What can teachers do to make more time for writing as effective as possible?



What to Look for Based on Effect Size 
PD Activity (cont’d)

8. Teachers provide writing models to demonstrate techniques of good 
writing.

– How can teachers use writing models most productively?

9.  Teachers teach text structures

– What text structures (and genres) are most essential for students?

10. Teachers teach sentence construction skills

– What sentence construction skills enhance students’ writing?

11.  Teachers teach writing strategies

– What author’s crafts and other “tricks of the trade” can teachers share with 
students to make their writing the best it can be, and their writing time the most 
productive?



What to Look for Based on Effect Size 
PD Activity (cont’d)

12.  Teachers teach writing mechanics (grammar and spelling)

– Why is it important for teachers to teach grammar and spelling despite its 
possibly low effect size? 

***************** Look fors based on other research

13. Teachers teach students to summarize

– Why is summarizing crucial to students before they engage in any other task 
where they are writing about their reading?

14. Teachers help students to connect reading and writing

– How can teachers make the reading-writing connection cisible to students?



• Teachers teach writing strategies

– What do we mean by “writing strategies?”

– Author’s crafts like alliteration, powerful verbs, strong verbs and 
specific nouns

– Knowing your target audience

– Don’t overuse adjectives—and skip the adverbs!

– Grab the reader’s attention at the beginning, and end with a 
bang!

– Read your piece out loud to see if it flows.

– Don’t repeat the same ideas

– Make a really quick outline (back of a napkin should suffice)

– Proofread your work

– SHOW, DON’T TELL!!!!!!!

Digging deeper into writing strategies



• Teachers require different proportions of different kinds of writing 
at their grade level based on standards-based expectations:

– In Elementary School, 30% of student writing should be to 
argue, 35% should be to explain/inform, and 35% should be 
narrative. 

– In Middle School, 35% of student writing should be to write 
arguments, 35% should be to explain/inform, and 30% should 
be narrative.  

– In High School, 40% of student writing should be to write 
arguments, 40% should be to explain/inform, and 20% should 
be narrative.  

Writing Instruction Based on 
Standards-Based Expectations



• Teachers understand writing benchmarks at their grade level and hold 
students accountable to these expectations. For example: For 
Informative/Explanatory writing K-12:

– K: Name a topic and supply information

– 1: Name a topic, supply facts, closure

– 2: Introduce, facts, concluding statement

– 3: Above plus group related information, develop topic with details, Use linking 
words, concluding statement or section

– 4: Above plus paragraphs, headings, quotations, domain specific vocabulary, 
concluding statement that provides coherence

– 5: Above plus general observation to introduce topic, logical grouping, 

– 6: Above plus introduce topic strategically, include graphics, use a formal style, 
concluding statement that follows from the information presented

Writing Instruction Based on 
Standards-Based Expectations



• 7: Above plus introduce by previewing what will follow, 

• 8: Above plus introduction that includes broad categories, carefully 
selected facts

• 9-10: Above plus objective tone; conclusion should consider 
implications or significance

• 11-12: Organize topic so each new element builds on what precedes it; 
language should include techniques such as metaphor, simile, 
analogy; conclusion should consider implications or significance

What to Look for Based on 
Standards-Based Expectations



Our Goal. . . Based on Science of 
Writing:

We want students to be able 
to:

• Organize their thoughts

• Communicate them clearly

• Transcribe them accurately

This is known as

SKILLED WRITING



Next Steps for Districts in Advancing Skilled Writing:

• Affirm with teachers the significance of the reading/writing connection

• Review examples of standards-based assessment tasks and ask teachers what they 
think they would need to teach to help students succeed at these tasks.

• Ask teachers to share what they think gets in the way of good writing instruction. (Be 
honest). Share with them some of the thoughts we’ve mentioned today.)

• Share the research about writing instruction strategies that work: Effect size and more

• Review CCSS Writing expectations by grade level: Do teachers know the 
benchmarks to which students at their grade level are accountable?

• Move from WHAT to do to HOW to do it: Ask teachers to identify what exemplary writing 

instruction will look like in the classroom: What will teacher do? What will students do? Set specific 

goals based on the research and your district’s data about students’ writing performance.
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