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ABSTRACT 
 

This two-year study examined the effects of a yearlong school-based professional development 

program on teacher practice and philosophy, as well as student writing performance. Using a 

quasi-experimental design, this mixed methods study was repeated over two school years with 

two sets of program and comparison schools. Multiple pre/post qualitative indicators were 

collected to determine how the professional development impacted third-, fourth- and fifth-grade 

teachers’ practice and philosophy, including portfolio samples, videotaped lessons, surveys, and 

teacher interviews. Quantitative measures were used to examine student performance on a 

pre/post prompted writing sample and pre/post writing portfolio pieces. Findings indicate shifts 

in teacher practice and philosophy from a teacher-centered to a student-centered classroom, 

incorporating a writing workshop approach to instruction. In addition, improvement in students’ 

writing was noted, with significantly more improvement at the program school than the 

comparison school in the second year of the study. Differences between program schools were 

also examined across the two years of the study, including changes in teacher practice and 

student performance, and possible reasons for these differences were identified.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

This study documents the effects of a professional development program, Project WRITE (Write, 

Respond, Instruct, Talk, Evaluate): A Model for Changing Teaching Practice and Impacting 

Student Writing, conducted by Upstate Writing Project (UWP) of the Eugene T. Moore School 

of Education at Clemson University in Clemson, South Carolina. Prior to this study, in 2006–

2007, UWP had partnered with a suburban school using this particular program design, which 

was well received by the faculty. The resulting changes in teachers’ attitudes and their increased 
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sophistication in managing the intricacies of writing workshops culminated in the faculty’s 

collaboratively composing an application for their school to be a South Carolina Exemplary 

Writing site. When they received the award, the administration and faculty credited the UWP 

professional development as the catalyst for their increased expertise.  

 

Encouraged by these results and seeking to better understand the impact of this yearlong 

professional development model, UWP undertook a two-year study in 2007, supported by the 

National Writing Project, to formally evaluate its effects. The study took place in two separate 

schools comprising comprehensive data from each school’s yearlong implementation of the 

program. In Project WRITE, teacher-consultants model the teaching of writing strategies that 

incorporate one or more traits of quality writing (Culham 2003; Spandel 2005) into a writing 

workshop environment. Developing a writing workshop philosophy that includes the core 

components of writing (Fletcher and Portalupi 2001) is the centerpiece of the Project WRITE 

professional development program. UWP hoped to better understand the impact of this school-

based professional development on teacher practice and philosophy, as well as on student writing 

performance.  

 

The term “writing workshop” in this report refers to a mode of instruction in which teachers and 

students write together in a community of practice (Rogoff 1990). In this mode, teachers convey 

key concepts through brief and clearly focused (ten- to fifteen-minute) mini-lessons combined 

with extensive modeling through examples from professional writers, the teacher’s own work, 

and student work. Basic components include mini-lessons, independent writing time, teacher and 

peer conferencing, and sharing time (Ellis and Marsh 2007). Students are allowed extended time 
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in class to compose and/or revise. Student choice (i.e., choice of topic and genre) is also a core 

concept, as is the need for conferences with both the teacher and peers in order to help students 

learn to adopt different roles and consider alternate perspectives as writers (Larson and Maier 

2000). In broad pedagogical terms, the writing workshop has a joint focus on developing mastery 

of writing skills, and on building students’ ability to self-assess their emerging competence 

(Atwell 1987; Calkins 1994).  

 

Research suggests that effective professional development emphasizes elements such as active 

teaching, observation, assessment and reflection over abstract discussions (Darling-Hammond 

and McLaughlin 1995). Furthermore, professional development is more effective when it occurs 

over a period of time, is integrated into a school’s improvement efforts, and involves the entire 

faculty in a collaborative and collegial environment (Darling-Hammond and Richardson 2009). 

Our professional development model incorporated these elements; participating schools 

partnered with us as part of a schoolwide writing improvement effort over the course of an entire 

academic year. Teacher-consultants modeled strategies as a part of the program and participants 

were actively involved in all demonstration lessons. Teachers were encouraged to reflect upon 

their own teaching throughout the year and share their experiences of implementing the writing 

workshop mode of instruction. 

 

UWP professional development providers theorized that incorporating explicit instruction of the 

traits of quality writing (using one of the most widely known trait rubrics, the “6 + 1” Traits 

developed by the Northwest Regional Education Laboratory, or NREL) into this workshop mode 

would enhance students’ competence in developing both mastery in writing and self-assessment. 
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Furthermore, because South Carolina’s state-mandated writing tests are assessed with a rubric 

that shares most characteristics with the NREL model, UWP researchers hoped that the results of 

this study would help teachers and administrators at other schools envision the benefits of a 

writing-workshop focus on the core traits of quality writing in their own professional 

development.  

 

Focus of the Research 

This study, conducted over two school years with two separate sets of program and comparison 

schools, utilizes a quasi-experimental design with repeated trials comparing teacher practice and 

philosophy. Comprehensive data were gathered to evaluate the impact of each program school’s 

yearlong implementation of the professional development model. Multiple pre/post qualitative 

indicators were collected to determine the impact of the professional development on third-, 

fourth- and fifth-grade teachers’ practice and philosophy at the program schools. Quantitative 

measures were used to examine student writing performance on a pre/post prompted writing 

sample for all students in the first year of the study (Program School I and Comparison School I). 

In the second year of the study, the same prompted writing measures were used at the new 

schools (Program School II and Comparison School II) with the addition of pre/post measures of 

student-and/or teacher-selected portfolio pieces written in class and revised over time.  

 

FOCUS OF THE PROGRAM AND BACKGROUND 

Program Description 

Purpose and goals. Each component of the Project WRITE model emphasized the 

comprehensive framework of the writing workshop (Fletcher and Portalupi 2001). In addition, 
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the inclusion of terminology that labeled the traits of quality writing provided “a vocabulary 

teachers used to describe their vision of what good writing looks like—any kind of writing” 

(Culham 2003, p. 7).  

 

Development of the program began the summer before each program year (2007 and 2008). A 

team of veteran UWP teacher-consultants (TCs) with extensive experience in directing writing 

workshop in their own classrooms participated in a month-long inquiry to design the yearlong 

professional development program incorporating the writing workshop and quality traits of 

writing. Ten teacher-consultants composed the inservice team each year.  

 

The UWP teacher-consultants, representing various elementary grade levels, presented teaching 

demonstrations of strategies that they had used effectively in their own classrooms, illustrating 

how the traits are embedded in good teaching within the writing workshop. The ten teacher-

consultants were not necessarily the same from year to year, nor were the demos exactly the 

same. Thus the professional development evolved over time, based on the inservice team’s 

assessment of the most appropriate demonstration lessons for the program school environment, 

the teacher-consultants’ availability, and the teacher-consultants’ interest in developing and 

presenting demonstration lessons. This flexibility, a hallmark of the UWP model, allowed us to 

address the individual needs of each school, while offering a professional development program 

that followed the Project WRITE model. 

 

Every professional development session began with a read-aloud of literature as a mentor text 

and time for the teachers to write and share their writing. Essential components including student 
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choice, using children’s literature as models of good writing, and writing strategy lessons were 

emphasized at every session. Although the teachers at the program schools already had a basic 

understanding of the writing process, the professional development program was designed to 

encourage teachers to shift from a teacher-centered, lockstep process of teaching writing (as a set 

of prescribed “steps” to follow), to a student-centered approach. This student-centered approach 

is grounded in the philosophy of the writing workshop, allowing for individualized and recursive 

writing processes.  

 

The professional development comprised whole-day workshops, half-day workshops, classroom 

demonstrations, and after-school sessions. The time frames for these events at each school are 

represented in Table 1. Differences in delivery approaches between the two years were driven by 

school district schedules and school budget constraints.  

Table 1. Primary type of project WRITE professional development in schools 
Program School I (2007–2008)  
Programs Offered Number of Sessions 
 Whole-day workshops 3 
 Classroom demonstrations 6 
 After-school sessions 6 

 
Program School II (2008–2009)  
Programs Offered  
 Whole-day workshops 1 
 Half-day workshops 1 
 Classroom demonstrations 3 
 After-school sessions 6 

 
Whole-day workshops = 7 hours 
Half-day workshops = 3.5 hours 
Classroom demonstrations = 7 hours; discussion, in-class modeling for 1 hour, debriefing, TC demonstration 
After-school sessions = 2 hours 
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Major on-site activities and special features. Tables 2 and 3 outline the professional 

development schedule at each program school. Appendix A and B summarize each program 

school’s specific professional development activities and features, including the total hours of 

each activity and the hours per participating teacher.  

 
Table 2. Program School I professional development schedule 
Time frame Type (grade level) Focus Hours per 

teacher 
August 15 Full day (All) Writing Workshop: Building Our 

Writing Community 
 

7 (K–5th) 
 

September 17 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (3) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (3rd) 

September 21 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (5) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (5th) 

September 18 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (4) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (4th) 

September 28 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (K) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (K) 

September 19 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (2) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (2nd) 

September 20 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (1) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (1st) 

September 19 After school (All) Developing Ideas 
 

2 (K–5th) 

October 10 After school (All) Developing Organization 
 

2 (K–5th) 

November 2 Full day – (All) Writing Workshop: Conferencing 
 

7 (3rd–5th) 

November 7 After school (All) Developing Voice 
 

2 (K–5th) 

January 14 Full day – (All) 
 

Writing Workshop: Assessment 7 (3rd–5th) 

January 23 After school (All) Developing Word Choice 2 (K–5th) 
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February 20 After school (All) Developing Sentence Fluency 

 
2 (K–5th) 

March 5 After school (All) Developing Conventions and 
Publishing 
 

2 (K–5th) 

 
 
Table 3. Program School II professional development schedule 
Time frame Type (grade level) Focus Hours per 

teacher 
August 13 Full day (All) Writing Workshop: Building Our 

Writing Community 
 

7 (K–5th) 

September 12 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (2nd 
and 3rd) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (2nd–3rd) 

September 19 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (K and 
1st) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (K–1st) 

September 26 Grade level in-class 
demonstration (4th 
and 5th) 

Developing Ideas 
Writing Workshop: Setting Up a 
Workshop 
 

7 (4th–5th) 

October 15 After school (All) Developing Ideas 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

November 12 After school (All) Developing Organization 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

January 16 Half day (All) 
 

Writing Workshop: Assessment and 
Conferencing 
 

3.5 (K–5th) 

January 21 After school (All) Developing Word Choice 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

February 18 After school (All) Developing Sentence Fluency 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

March 18 After school (All) Developing Voice 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

April 15 After school (All) Writing Workshop: Using Mentor Texts 
 

2 (K–5th) 
 

 
 
 

One unique part of UWP professional development at the program schools was replicating 

teacher-consultants’ demonstrations for their peers in the professional development setting as 

classroom demonstrations during the grade-level specific full-day sessions. Prior to the grade-
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level specific full-day sessions, teachers had experienced teacher demonstrations in professional 

development sessions with their peers only. However, during the full-day sessions at the program 

schools, teacher-consultants first presented their demonstrations for their peers, and then went 

into third, fourth and fifth grade classrooms to implement the strategy in a workshop setting with 

actual students at those grade levels. All teachers at the grade level observed, and then the 

teacher-consultants debriefed after the classroom demonstration. This allowed teachers not only 

to experience a writing strategy but also to see that same strategy implemented in a classroom in 

their grade level at their school. A full description of each type of professional development 

offered can be found in Appendix C. 

 

How and why the program is intended to influence teacher and student outcomes. The 

program’s focus on the core components of writing, in the writing workshop format, is intended 

to emphasize the importance of a sociocognitive apprenticeship in writing as students participate 

in guided practice in writing activities. Teacher-consultants model a mode of instruction in which 

students observe a mentor (the teacher as writer), then put that procedural knowledge to work as 

they become active members of a community of practice (Rogoff 1990). The professional 

development sessions were designed to demonstrate how a teacher-centered discourse (mini-

lesson) is followed by an interactive and collaborative discourse in which teachers and students 

work together to question, think aloud, self-correct, challenge, and construct meaning (Gould 

1996).  

 

Once this framework of writing workshop has been constructed, however, there must be some 

agreement on what features of writing should be directly taught through the mini-lessons. As 
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Hillocks (1984) noted in his meta-analysis of research on writing instruction, “Explicit 

instruction, combined with activities that engage students in understanding the purpose, content 

and form of written discourse” is the most effective instructional mode (p. 165). Explicit 

emphasis on the terminology of the six traits is thus intended to provide teachers with a 

framework that leads toward mastery of many genres of writing and facilitates more thoughtful 

self-assessment. Thus this professional development was designed to impact both teachers’ 

philosophy and practice. In turn, as teachers implement the writing workshop mode in their 

classrooms, the intent is that students’ active participation in a community of practice in writing 

will lead to improved student writing, both in terms of mastery of skills and self-assessment. 

 

Program context and participant demographics. All third through fifth grade teachers who 

participated in the UWP professional development program at two schools from 2007–2009 were 

included in this research, along with comparison teachers and their students at two 

nonparticipating schools. In the first year, the study focused on thirteen program teachers (and 

their students) from one school (Program School I). In the second year, the study focused on 

fourteen program teachers (and their students) from a second school (Program School II).  

 

Both program schools were chosen because their principals had contracted with UWP for a full 

year of professional development. The Program School I, formerly a well-established rural 

elementary school, had recently experienced an influx of a more suburban population as tracts of 

farmland gave way to middle-class housing developments. A large percentage of their 

population, however, was still affected by poverty: 68.58 percent of the students qualified for 
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free or reduced-price lunch programs. Specific demographic information for all schools and 

teachers can be found in Tables 4, 5, and 6.  

 

An effort was made to have this program school maintain their participation in the research study 

for a second year. However, due to severe financial constraints, this school was unable to extend 

the professional development. Therefore, another elementary school in the same district was 

selected to participate in the research during the second year. Program School II draws from a 

strictly suburban base, with significantly less poverty (only 20 percent of the students received 

free or reduced-price lunch in 2008–2009) and a primarily Caucasian student body (74 percent). 

Comparison schools were carefully chosen for both years of the study to ensure that growth 

assessment was based on internal comparisons (within each year). 

   
 
Table 4. Student characteristics of program and comparison schools 
 Year One  Year Two 
Demographic 
Information 

Program 
School I 

Comparison 
School I 

 Program 
School II 

Comparison 
School II 

Total enrollment 658 699  653 583 
      
Receive free/ 
reduced-price lunch 

68.58% 52.16%  20.76% 46.98% 

      
African-American  25% 22%  13% 28% 
      
Caucasian  69% 65%  74% 58% 
      
Hispanic 5% 10%  6% 13% 
      
Asian  NA NA  7% 1% 
Source: South Carolina Department of Education, Education and Accountability Act Report Cards, 2007 and 2008 
 
 
Table 5. Percentage of students scoring basic or above on the ELA portion of the SC State 
Assessment Test (PACT) 
 Year One           Year Two 
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Grade Level Program 
School I 

Comparison 
School I 

 Program 
School II 

Comparison 
School II 

      
Third  86% 87%  92% 93% 
      
Fourth 73% 81%  81% 80% 
      
Fifth 84% 78%  90% 85% 
      
Overall School Ratings      
      
Absolute school rating Average Average  Good Average 
      
Improvement rating Unsatis- 

factory 
Below Average  Below 

Average 
Below 
Average 

      
Source: South Carolina Department of Education, Education and Accountability Act Report Cards, 2007 and 2008 
 

 

 

Demographics of teacher participants. Teachers in both schools had a range of years of 

classroom experience. At Program School I, teachers averaged 7.6 years of experience, and at 

Comparison School I, teachers averaged 15.7 years. At Program School II, teachers averaged 

10.6 years, and at Comparison School II, teachers averaged 12.2 years of experience. The highest 

degree achieved by teachers was lowest at the Program School I, with four teachers holding 

master’s degrees, and highest at the Program School II, with two teachers earning thirty credits 

beyond the master’s degree. Program School II also had the most teachers (n=4) with National 

Board Certification. Table 6 further describes the teacher demographics.  

 
 
Table 6. Teacher’s years of experience and certification levels for program and comparison schools 
 Years of Experience Certification Level 
 1 2–5 6–10 11–15 16+ B.S. M.Ed. M.Ed. + 30 National 

Board 
Program School I 2 2 5 2 2 9 4 0 0 
n=13          
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Comparison School I 1 0 3 4 8 7 8 1 1 
n=16          
          
Program School II 0 2 7 4 1 6 6 2 4 
n=14          
          
Comparison School II 1 0 4 2 3 3 6 1 1 
n=10          
          
Source: Teacher surveys, years one and two 
 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study examines indicators to determine if third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers at UWP 

program schools teach writing differently—and consequently have higher student outcomes in 

writing—than a matched group of teachers and students at a similar school that was not involved 

in UWP staff development. This study addresses these questions:   

a. In what ways does a yearlong school-based professional development program 

focusing on a writing workshop approach and the traits of writing impact teacher practice 

and philosophy?  

b. In what ways does a yearlong school-based professional development program 

focusing on a writing workshop approach and the traits of writing impact student writing 

performance?   

 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

To address these research questions, this study features a quasi-experimental design: the data are 

drawn from third, fourth, and fifth-grade classes at one program school and one comparison 

school in 2007–2008, and a from a second program and comparison school pair in 2008–2009. 

Program schools were selected for their long-term contractual agreements with UWP. The two 
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program schools were selected for as many similarities as possible in demographics and student 

achievement.  

 

Most importantly, each program school was matched as closely as possible with a comparison 

school in the same countywide school district in South Carolina. The two comparison schools 

were chosen from the list of elementary schools in the same cooperating district after consulting 

demographic data to find as many similarities as possible in student populations (See Table 4). 

Both comparison schools’ administrators agreed to participate in this research as a needs-

assessment for future professional development in writing, and the comparison schools 

sponsored no schoolwide inservice work in writing instruction during the school year in which 

they participated in this study.   

 

An unexpected benefit to having a new program and comparison school for each year of the 

study was the ability to implement this program at schools with different demographics. Program 

School I was historically rural, and, although the area has a few suburban subdivisions, remains a 

rural school. Conversely, Program School II was suburban, allowing us to provide professional 

development in two very different school environments.  

 

Data Collection 

Variables. The independent variable related to the results of teacher practice and philosophy is 

participation or nonparticipation in UWP professional development. The independent variable 

related to student outcomes is school placement.    
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Dependent teacher variables include the degree of implementation of the strategies offered in 

UWP professional development. Dependent student variables include the seven scores on the pre 

and post writing assessment.  

 

Data sources. Data were collected from multiple sources, as shown in Table 7. 

Table 7. Research questions and data sources 
Research Question 1 
 

  

In what ways does a yearlong school-based professional development program 
focusing on a writing workshop approach and the traits of writing impact 
teacher practice and philosophy?  
 
Data sources Time of collection 
Teaching practice survey Fall and spring 
Writing lesson videotapes Fall and spring 
Interview Spring 
Online surveys of teaching practice Throughout the year 

 
Research Question 2 
 

 

In what ways does a yearlong school-based professional development program 
focusing on a writing workshop approach and the traits of writing impact 
student writing performance? 
 
Data sources Time of collection 
Student writing samples Fall and spring 

 
Portfolio writing samplesa Fall and spring 

 
NOTE: aPortfolio writing samples were collected only for Program School II 
 

 

Third, fourth, and fifth grades were chosen as the target of the research because these students 

must complete the writing sample on South Carolina’s mandated Palmetto Assessment of State 

Standards (PASS) test (formerly Palmetto Achievement Challenge Test, or PACT), and the 
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student-sample collection was designed to be as similar to this assessment as possible in both 

format and topic. (Thus participation in the pre/post data-gathering writing-on-demand for 

students could also be seen as an effective rehearsal for the high-stakes state test). Although the 

UWP professional development at the program schools was conducted for teachers of grades K–

5, data collection in both years was limited to the three highest grades because the NWP Scoring 

Conference does not accept student papers from K–2 students.  

 

Teachers at both of the program schools participated voluntarily and were awarded small 

stipends after completing all of the research requirements.  

 

In both years of the study, the quantitative research design included pre/post assessments of 

student writing. Students at Program School I had a choice of two different prompts both in the 

fall and spring administration of this measure. In the second year, however, this design was 

replaced by a pre/post assessment of student writing using a counterbalanced administration of 

two prompts (no choices for students to make) in the fall and spring. This mitigated any defects 

the prompts might have in terms of levels of difficulty or student interest. Researchers collected 

additional pre/post samples from students’ own portfolios of work done in class, over time, with 

revisions and teacher/peer feedback. Only the final draft, however, was scored, as described 

below. 

 

Quantitative data in the form of six analytic scores (idea/content development, structure, stance, 

fluency, diction, and conventions) and one holistic score on each pre and post writing sample 
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were used to compare the writing growth of students on both prompted papers and portfolio 

samples.  

 

Differences in teacher practices and philosophy were measured in both years using four forms of 

qualitative data: online teacher surveys related to the professional development, teacher 

interviews, pre and post videotaped writing lessons, and pre and post surveys. Year two 

qualitative data includes an additional source: the collected student portfolio work, which was 

used to measure both student and teacher outcomes. This data consists of the collection of 

multiple drafts of each selection from the students’ portfolio, along with teacher and peer 

responses and the protocol (Appendix D) completed by the teacher for each set of student work, 

pre and post.  

 

COLLECTION PROCEDURES FOR TEACHER PRACTICE DATA 

Teaching practice surveys. All teachers completed a survey (Appendix E) describing their 

practices in the teaching of writing early in the year and then at the end of the school year. 

Questions were both open-ended (requiring short responses) and analytic-scale questions. The 

fall survey asked about practices the teacher had employed in teaching writing the year before, 

and the spring survey asked about practices in the current school year. These surveys also 

provided information about teacher experience and other professional development in writing 

they might be participating in beyond the school site level (i.e., conferences, courses). 

 

Writing lesson videotapes. All teachers at program and comparison schools arranged to have a 

typical writing lesson videotaped early in the fall semester and again in the spring. UWP 
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supplied both the videocassettes and cameras with tripods to facilitate this work. Teachers were 

given guidelines (Appendix F) on how to tape the lesson so that both the teacher and students 

were visible in the resulting tapes. These guidelines included the camera panning the room, 

allowing the researchers to have a feel for both the classroom environment as well as look for 

elements in the classroom environment that might reflect teacher practice, such as writing 

centers, conferencing charts, and student work. The guidelines also asked teachers to explain any 

student work posted and pan slowly, so a viewer could read anything posted on the walls. 

Teachers taped an entire lesson, allowing researchers to analyze the amount of time devoted to 

various activities within the writing block, such as active student writing, conferencing, and 

mini-lessons. During the lesson, the camera could be moved to capture what students were doing 

or might remain in a fixed position. The videographer was chosen from within the school 

community so the student behavior would not be influenced by the presence of an outside 

researcher.  

 

Interviews. All teachers at program and comparison schools were interviewed during late spring. 

The interview protocol focused at first on the last videotaped lesson as a concrete springboard to 

more abstract questions about the practice of teaching writing. Final questions emphasized 

teaching the traits of writing and describing teacher and student attitudes about writing 

(Appendix G). The research specialist conducted all interviews at the school site.  

 

COLLECTION PROCEDURES FOR STUDENT OUTCOME DATA 

Prompted writing samples. In both years, the quantitative research design included pre/post 

assessments of student writing administered with prompts (Appendix H) chosen by the 
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researchers from the NWP prompt archive. At Program School I and Comparison School I, 

students were provided with a choice of two of these prompts in the fall and two different 

prompts in the spring (total of four prompts), and the student writers chose the prompt topic they 

preferred. This writing was done in the students’ classroom, and teachers were encouraged to 

allow as much time as needed within one day for the students to finish. These topics were judged 

to be of equivalent levels of difficulty and prompted students to write in similar genres. The 

researchers allowed students to make this choice to underscore the professional development’s 

emphasis on the importance of student choice of writing topics within the writing workshop.  

 

In the second year, however, this design was replaced by a pre/post assessment of student writing 

using a counterbalanced administration of two prompts (no choices for students to make) in the 

fall and spring, due to concerns about the clarity of the results with the earlier choice design.  

 

Portfolio writing samples. One concern the researchers had with the first year of data collection 

was the use of prompted writing as the sole means of assessing student growth. To validate the 

importance of student choice and individual growth in year two, researchers collected additional 

pre/post samples from students’ own portfolios of work done in class, over time, with revisions 

and teacher/peer feedback. Pre samples were chosen from student work completed by September 

30 and post samples from work completed after March 1. The student, the teacher, or both in 

collaboration, selected these pieces. A detailed protocol was provided, explaining how to gather 

these samples and asking for extensive information about the circumstances under which the 

piece was composed, revised, and edited; these protocols were collected along with each sample. 

Although full sets of drafts were collected, only the final drafts were submitted for scoring. See 
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Appendix I for the instructions on collection procedures and the protocol collected with these 

samples.  

 

Data Analysis 

Analysis of surveys. Survey data were compiled for further analysis and all open-ended 

questions were transcribed in order to be analyzed using NVivo software. This information was 

used to supplement information gleaned from the videos and the interviews.  

 

Analysis of videotaped writing lessons. To describe variations in the degree to which teachers 

were implementing strategies presented in the UWP professional development, the research team 

constructed an extensive checklist of both teacher and student behaviors associated with writing 

instruction and writing workshop (Appendix J). This checklist included additional space for the 

researcher to write evidence of these behaviors and/or further describe them.  

 

The research specialist and an experienced UWP teacher-consultant viewed the videotapes from 

all four schools. Thirty percent of the tapes were double-viewed, and interrater reliability was 

established at 90 percent agreement within one point for this initial level of descriptive analysis. 

Completed checklists were then entered into an Excel spreadsheet for sorting and for computing 

difference scores reflecting changes in practice from fall to spring. 

 

The research specialist used these difference scores to choose which videotapes would undergo 

another level of analysis using NVivo software. Teachers who showed both the highest and 

lowest difference scores at the program and comparison schools were selected for further 
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analysis; approximately 10 percent of the teachers at each of the program and comparison 

schools were selected for further analysis using this method. Selected videotapes were coded 

through NVivo’s video capability using a coding dictionary compiled by the team (see Appendix 

K).   

 

Student scores were also used to determine which videos might offer further insights into the 

relationship among the UWP professional development, professional practice, and student 

performance. Using the distribution of improvement scores for the criterion “holistic” on the 

prompt writing assessment, 10 percent of teachers were selected whose students demonstrated 

the greatest change in holistic scores or the least change in holistic scores. The same criteria were 

applied to the portfolio writing samples from the program school, which resulted in the selection 

of an additional two teachers for further analysis. 

 

In addition, several teachers were also selected for further analysis based on interviews with 

principals and/or an instructional coach who singled them out for a particular shift in their 

practice. 

 

Analysis of interviews. Interviews were analyzed using the a priori codes as well as emergent 

codes as themes became apparent to the research specialist. Using constant comparison (Strauss 

and Corbin 1990), the research specialist read and re-read interview and survey data, revisiting 

interviews as new themes emerged and confirming and disconfirming themes throughout the 

process. 
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ANALYSIS OF STUDENT WRITING 

To answer the second research question regarding the effects of UWP professional development 

on student writing, the papers were analyzed using the NWP Analytic Writing Continuum.  

 

Evaluative framework. To ensure technical rigor and credibility, scoring and data processing 

were conducted at a national scoring conference, independent of the local sites involved in the 

research. The scoring applied the NWP Analytic Writing Continuum, a writing assessment 

system based upon the framework of the Six+1 Trait Writing Model (Bellamy 2005). The 

Analytic Writing Continuum, which includes refined and clarified definitions of the constructs 

measured as well as anchors, scoring commentaries, training, and calibration processes, assesses 

the following attributes of writing: 

• Content (including quality and clarity of ideas and meaning)—The content category 

describes how effectively the writing establishes and maintains a focus, selects and 

integrates ideas related to content (i.e., information, events, emotions, opinions, and 

perspectives) and includes evidence, details, reasons, anecdotes, examples, descriptions, 

and characteristics to support, develop, and/or illustrate ideas. 

• Structure—The structure category describes how effectively the writing establishes 

logical arrangement, coherence, and unity within the elements of the work and 

throughout the work as a whole. 

• Stance—The stance category describes how effectively the writing communicates a 

perspective through an appropriate level of formality, elements of style, and tone 

appropriate for the audience and purpose. 



EVALUATING PROJECT WRITE 24 

• Sentence Fluency—The sentence fluency category describes how effectively the 

sentences are crafted to serve the intent of the writing, in terms of rhetorical purpose, 

rhythm, and flow. 

• Diction (Language)—The diction category describes the precision and appropriateness of 

the words and expressions for the writing task and how effectively they create imagery, 

provide mental pictures, or convey feelings and ideas. 

• Conventions—The conventions category describes how effectively the writing 

demonstrates age-appropriate control of usage, punctuation, spelling, capitalization, and 

paragraphing. 

 

A national panel of experts on student writing, along with senior NWP researchers, determined 

that the Six +1 Trait model, while sufficiently comprehensive, required extensive modifications 

to make it more appropriate for use in research studies. The following modifications were 

implemented in the NWP Analytic Writing Continuum prior to the scoring conference: 

• The scale of the rubric was extended from four to six points in order to ensure sufficient 

discrimination and therefore to allow increased sensitivity to any changes that might be 

observed. 

• The language defining the attributes was clarified to enhance the reliability of evaluative 

judgments. 

• The evaluative judgments were modified to focus exclusively upon the student writing 

(where, on occasion, the rubric previously included references to the reader’s reactions or 

to the writer’s personality as the basis for judgment). 
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• Particular traits—notably Content (including quality and clarity of ideas and meaning), 

Structure, and Stance—underwent considerable revision in order to bring conceptual 

coherence to the constructs and thereby to enhance the reliability and validity of the 

scores relevant to those constructs. 

• National anchor papers, detailed scoring commentaries, and extensive training and 

calibration procedures were developed to ensure not only the technical rigor of the 

system but also that the performance standards implicit in the system were sufficiently 

and appropriately high. 

 

Scoring. The writing samples from the Upstate Writing Project were among those from eight 

LSRI sites scored at national conferences held in June 2008 and 2009. Student writing was 

coded, with identifying information removed so that scorers could not know any specifics of the 

writing sample being evaluated (e.g., site of origin, group [program or comparison], or time of 

administration [pretest or posttest]). At each scoring conference, at least 10 percent of the papers 

submitted were scored twice so that reliability could be calculated. For example, in 2009, of the 

7,821 papers submitted, 1,023 (13 percent) were scored twice. 

 

The scorers participated in six hours of training at the beginning of the conference. Their scoring 

was calibrated to a criterion level of performance at that time and was then recalibrated 

following every major break in the scoring (meals and overnight). Reliabilities examined by 

attribute across grade levels (measured as interrater agreement, defining agreement as two scores 

being identical or within one single score point of each other) ranged from 86 percent to 92 

percent with an aggregate across all scores of 89 percent. (See Table 8). All data were entered 



EVALUATING PROJECT WRITE 26 

via optical scanning with built-in checks for acceptable score ranges and the like. The resolution 

of all discrepancies and adjudication of disagreements within the double scored set of papers 

produced a highly accurate data file for use in our analysis. This level of reliability is as high as 

typically observed and easily adequate to support the research purposes pursued here. 

 

Table 8. Reliability rates for writing scores by analytic attribute (across all grade levels) 
Number Double  All       Sentence    
Scored Score 

Rate 
Elements Holistic Content 

Structure Stance Fluency Diction Conventions 
7,821 13% 89% 92% 91% 90% 86% 88% 89% 89% 

 

Results for all scored papers were sent to the local site, where the research specialist paired 

scores by student (pre/post prompt; pre/post portfolio). Scores were sent annually, immediately 

after the national scoring conference, and analysis was conducted upon receipt of the results. 

Pre/post portfolio papers were collected only from the Program School II. For all paired scores, 

improvement scores for each criterion were calculated and tested for significance at a level of 

.05.  

 

FINDINGS 

Teacher Outcomes 

Initial qualitative analysis of teacher practice shows evidence of shift in teacher practice, at both 

schools, as teachers incorporated knowledge and strategies modeled throughout the year in 

professional development sessions. Using Desimone’s (2009) theory of action for effective 

professional development, this section examines broad themes that have emerged from the initial 

analysis.  

Desimone’s model summarizes the interactive relationships we envisioned for our own 
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study of professional development. According to Desimone, “a core theory of action for 

professional development would likely follow these steps: a) teachers experience professional 

development; b) professional development increases teachers’ knowledge and skills and /or 

changes their attitudes and beliefs; c) teachers use their new knowledge and skills, attitudes and 

beliefs, to improve the content of their instruction or their approach to pedagogy, or both; d) the 

instructional changes foster increased student learning” (p. 184). Figure 1 offers a visual 

representation of this model. 

 

Figure 1. Desimone’s proposed core conceptual framework for studying the effects of 
professional development on teachers and students 
  
 

 

Desimone’s model helps shed light on several areas in which we found changes in teachers at 

both program schools during both years of this study: increased knowledge and skills, changes in 

attitudes and beliefs, improvements in content of instruction or approach to pedagogy, and a new 

understanding of community (among colleagues and in the writing classroom). Each of these is 

described below. 
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Increased knowledge and skills. Teachers at both program schools revealed in interviews and 

surveys, as well as demonstrated through their instruction, increased knowledge of writing 

instruction. Using the 6 + 1 Traits as a framework for writing instruction allowed teachers to 

develop their own vision of what “good writing” looked like in their classroom. At each program 

school, teachers’ perceptions of what constitutes effective writing instruction changed over the 

course of the yearlong professional development. One teacher noted that, “I changed my whole 

approach to writing since last year since I just don’t feel like I was a very good writing teacher 

last year.”   

 

A Program School II teacher, in a January survey, described the challenges she faced in teaching 

writing and questioned her own practices but also remained upbeat about her own learning.  

I am really enjoying teaching writing this year. My biggest struggle is getting started 
with a new piece or genre. It could be my lack of experience, but I find that I will get one 
or two weeks into the teaching of a piece and wish I had taken things in a different 
direction or that I should have taught it completely differently. On the other hand, this 
assures me that I am learning a lot as I go and that my writing instruction is sure to 
improve each year. 

  
 

Teachers’ confidence grew, as they felt more comfortable teaching writing in their classrooms. 

One teacher described her own apprehension in this way: “Writing has always been hard for me. 

Because, it is something that they don’t really teach you anything in college that you can apply 

anyway but, it is kind of like ‘It’s writing. Here we can go.’ I had writing, I had an awesome 

language arts methods person and whatever, but I just never, and I learned four blocks in college, 

but it is just so broad, writing is so broad you kind of need a direction.” By the end of the year, 

the same teacher described how she felt about writing as, “Much better; I feel like I have actually 
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taught it.” Another teacher summed it up by simply stating, “I feel more confident in my 

teaching.” 

 

Changes in attitudes and beliefs. When asked at the end of the year to describe how they felt 

about teaching writing, most teachers who experienced the professional development program 

used the words “I love it.” Teachers experienced shifts in their attitude toward writing 

instruction. Many noted that they had felt unprepared to teach writing at the beginning of the 

year and were apprehensive about their own writing abilities, as well as about teaching students 

to write. By the end of the year, program teachers confidently discussed writing with their 

students, as evidenced on teacher videos and through interviews and surveys. One program 

teacher told an interviewer, “It was my stepchild until this year . . . I feel better about it now.” 

 

Teachers also noted how much writing improved in their classes when they “let go.” Videotaped 

lessons and interviews revealed that teachers believed they got more from their students when 

they stopped trying to manage the entire writing process. A midyear survey respondent from the 

Program School I noted, “Since I have ‘let go’ and allowed my students to write at their own 

pace, they have grown as writers.” Another respondent on the same survey remarked, “I have ‘let 

go’ and realized that my students need to have individual writing goals.” 

 

Improved content of instruction or approach to pedagogy. Teachers at program schools 

consistently demonstrated shifts in practice in their videotaped lessons; these shifts were also 

reflected in their interviews and surveys throughout the year. Teacher-led lessons, which were 

evident in all classrooms at the start of the year, became shorter and more focused mini-lessons, 
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with traits providing a focus for instruction. Teachers from the program schools noted this shift 

in their interviews. One teacher remarked, “I tended to be more continual stream last year, 

whereas this year I dealt with one aspect of writing at a time, which worked much better. They 

can handle one thing at a time. ‘Let’s just look at this piece for just one trait.’” And another 

program teacher noted, “I feel that I am more focused than I have been in the past as far as 

knowing; now that I have much more experience with the traits, my lessons are much more 

focused, and I know more what to look for in their writing and [on] what to then base my mini-

lessons.” 

 

Another change in practice was not only the increased use of mentor texts in classrooms but also 

the analysis of models. Early in the year, teachers might use a read-aloud as an example of a new 

genre, but little time was spent discussing text features. In the videotaped lessons at the end of 

the year, there is evidence to suggest that teachers were not only reading books aloud but also 

taking time to analyze salient features with students based upon the focus of the lesson. For 

example, one program teacher began her mini-lesson on voice reading Melinda Long’s Pirates 

Don’t Change Diapers to her fifth-graders. This end-of-year lesson was a reminder for students 

about using voice in their writing, reflecting the recursive nature of instruction in this classroom. 

Rather than simply reading the book, the teacher stopped several times and made comments such 

as, “Wow! Can’t you just hear the pirate saying that in your head?” At the end of the read-aloud, 

she asked the students for input on where they noticed a particularly effective use of voice and a 

classroom discussion on the book ensued, with students noting specific features that contributed 

to voice, such as the use of dialogue and the word choices the author made to create a dialect for 

one character. 
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In addition to evidence from lesson videotapes, teachers reflected on the increased use of mentor 

texts in their surveys and interviews. The following quote from a Program School II teacher 

demonstrates how literature became an integral part of the writing workshop. 

I think I definitely am incorporating more literature when introducing traits. I am 
incorporating more of a reflective period in identifying traits in the writing around us, 
and then bringing it into student writing itself. I think it definitely helped to clarify to the 
students what their expectations are, I think that it has made them more excited about 
writing, and most importantly, I think it has made them more able to evaluate their own 
writing. They know what it is that they are looking for, they know what it is that they need 
to change, and they are actually able to take a rubric and say “Gee, how is my writing on 
organization? How is my writing on sentence fluency?” and each of the individual areas 
rather than trying to look at it as a whole. So they are able actually to self-edit and revise 
and saying, “Hmm, I love my ideas, but I have it out of order,” or “I love my word 
choice, but I could have described more right here.” It makes my life much easier.  

 

Across the program schools, a common language and structure for writing developed and was 

evident in instruction. A Program School II teacher noted that the language and framework of the 

writing workshop incorporating the 6 + 1 Traits had given her writing block a structure. “I’m 

excited because instead of keeping it all up here (points to head) and it being hit or miss, there’s 

a continuity, a structure to it. I’m thrilled.” Another Year Two program teacher expressed her 

enthusiasm in her end-of-year interview, remarking, “I love the focus of writer's workshop. At 

the heart of it, it really represents the ideal writing classroom.” One teacher, whose child also 

attended the school, remarked, “I was thinking about my own child. He will hear the same 

terminology used throughout each grade level. That’s probably us, coming together as a unit, to 

understand those traits more thoroughly. Being able to empower the children to listen for a 

particular trait in a particular piece of writing was fabulous.” 
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The amount of time spent writing seems to have increased over the course of the year at both 

program schools, but particularly in the Year Two program school. An analysis of the time spent 

writing at program schools as evidenced by videotapes of sample writing lessons indicates 

writing time increased about 60 percent per lesson, from an average of thirteen minutes of 

writing to twenty-two minutes. One teacher noted, “It was hard. You know, from a time 

standpoint. It was hard. I kept thinking, ‘I’m never going to get his done . . . how will I ever fit it 

in?’ Now I can’t imagine not taking the time.”  

 

Teachers indicated through interviews and surveys that student choice increased in their 

classrooms. Teachers offered different levels of choice within their classrooms, but choice 

increased across classrooms. One Year Two program teacher described her shift in this way: 

I definitely gave them more free rein . . . What we used to do, I would come up with an 
idea, there was still choice, but it was a limited choice. “OK, we’re going to work in this 
genre, and I’m gonna give you three topics you can write about, so you pick one of those 
and go with it.” This year, it’s kinda like, we’re going with a genre, and you go for it, you 
know, pick out whatever you want to. 
 

There is also evidence to suggest teachers became more reflective practitioners. Teachers 

themselves noted that they used formative assessments to constantly monitor what their students 

needed, and they said that conferencing gave them opportunities to work with students one-on-

one. One program teacher described her instruction as, “. . . constantly changing based on the 

needs of my students.” The data suggest, that rather than relying on whole-class instruction, 

teachers took advantage of the workshop format to consider students as individual writers, reflect 

upon their needs, and respond to those needs appropriately. At both schools—especially in Year 

Two—these instructional changes fostered increased student learning (see section below on 

student outcomes). At the end of Year One, a teacher at the program school noted on her survey, 
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“In the past, I have set my major goal for student writing to just get them to write something. 

While this is still my underlying goal, I now have many more-focused goals that all center 

around the traits. Now I don’t just want my students to be writers, but skilled writers with the 

tools that they can take with them beyond this year and use.” While teachers at both program 

schools made changes in their instructional practice, teachers Program School II demonstrated 

more shifts in practice across classrooms, as evidenced by qualitative data, than were seen at the 

Program School I. Correspondingly, while quantitative data suggest that student writing 

improved in both program schools, these improvements were statistically significant for every 

criterion (all six traits and the holistic score) for Program School II (see Student Outcomes).  

 

Community. One potential limitation of Desimone’s framework is that it does not address 

changes to the professional or classroom community due to collective participation. Desimone 

defines collective participation as participation that includes active learning opportunities, 

teacher-led professional development, and opportunities for teachers to share and discuss their 

learning (p. 185). Collective participation is examined as one of the core features of professional 

development; however, Desimone does not reexamine the effect of this on communities within 

the school after the professional development has taken place. Our study suggests that the 

relationships developed through the yearlong professional development incorporating a “teachers 

teaching teachers” approach resulted in teachers feeling more a part of a professional 

community. Interview and survey data suggest that teachers in the program school felt connected 

to one another as part of a professional learning community and developed new collegial 

relationships with teachers outside of their immediate school environment. A program teacher 

from Program School I noted in a midyear survey, “I am really enjoying teaching writing this 
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year. It is great to have the support to help me become that much better at something that I am 

passionate about.”  

  

Interview data reveals that teachers’ definitions of community in their classroom shifted as well; 

teachers began identifying their own classrooms as not only learning communities but also 

specifically as writing communities. Teachers often reported their students’ enthusiasm for 

writing. “My students really enjoy writing, and the greatest reward for me is when they get 

excited about what they accomplish and want to share it with the world.” One of the biggest 

changes teachers described was that writing was no longer the sole domain of the teacher, who 

pushed assignments onto students. Rather, students were given ownership of their writing. One 

program teacher noted in her interview at the end of the year: 

I just handed them back their final stack of stuff, and they were like, “I can’t believe I 
wrote all this,” or “This was a good piece.” I don’t think they are afraid of writing. I 
don’t think it’s “Oh. no, here’s a chore.” It’s much more; it’s embraced and something 
they look forward to . . . it’s their own. They control all this. And they like that.  

 

Student Outcomes 

Student writing samples were assessed for six criteria using NWP’s Analytic Writing Continuum 

(content, structure, stance, sentence fluency, diction, and conventions) as well as holistically. 

This analysis showed that student writing improved in both program schools; furthermore, these 

improvements were statistically significant for every criterion (all six traits and the holistic 

score) in Year Two at the program school. 

 

Students in Program School I showed improvement in both their holistic scores and the 

individual criterion scores from pre- to posttest (Table 9). On four of seven measures (holistic, 
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content, stance, conventions), the program school’s improvement from pre- to posttest 

outperformed the comparison school’s improvement (Appendix L), but these differences did not 

show statistical significance. Table 8 also summarizes the results of a repeated measures 

ANOVA of the pre and post writing assessments for program and comparison groups for each 

writing criterion, as well as the holistic assessment (see Appendix L for more detailed ANOVA 

tables).  

 
 
Table 9. Results of repeated measures ANOVA—student writing scores, Program School I 
and Comparison School I 
Score Group Mean  

Pretest 
Mean  

Posttest 
Mean square 

difference 
between 
groups 

F1 p(F) 

Holistic Program 2.7833 3.5155 28.175 .13 .714 

 Comparison 3.1410 3.8339    

Content Program 2.7589 3.5135 31.780 .53 .472 

 Comparison 3.1583 3.8322    

Structure Program 2.5979 3.1961 30.574 .94 .333 

 Comparison 2.8953 3.6029    

Stance Program 2.8337 3.6353 .20.633 .13 .719 

 Comparison 3.1453 3.9022    

Fluency Program 2.8589 3.5640 25.746 .28 .598 

 Comparison 3.1522 3.9170    

Diction Program 2.8857 3.5701 18.023 .06 .806 

 Comparison 3.1427 3.8538    

Conventions Program 2.6419 3.2581 35.608 0 .947 

 Comparison 3.0251 3.6349    
1 F values correspond to the test of significance of the interaction between group and time. 
n=215 Program, n=289 Comparison 
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In Year Two, student writing samples were again assessed for six criteria using NWP’s Analytic 

Writing Continuum rubric (content, structure, stance, fluency, diction, and conventions) as well 

as holistically. Program School II students showed improvement in both their holistic scores and 

the individual criterion scores from pre- to posttest (Table 10). On seven of seven measures, the 

program school’s improvement from pre to post prompt writing outperformed the comparison 

school’s improvement (Appendix L), and, in all cases, the differences were statistically 

significant. Table 10 also summarizes the results of a repeated measures ANOVA of the pre and 

post prompt writing assessments for program and comparison groups for each writing criterion, 

as well as for the holistic assessment (see Appendix L for more detailed ANOVA tables). 

 
Table 10. Results of repeated measures ANOVA—student writing scores, Program School 
II and Comparison School II 

Score Group Mean  
Pretest 

Mean  
Posttest 

Mean square 
difference 
between 
groups 

F1 p(F) 

Holistic Program 3.1136 4.1059 6.403 11.48 .001 

 Comparison 3.0781 3.6654    

Content Program 3.1415 4.0645 8.175 6.55 .011 

 Comparison 3.0698 3.6385    

Structure Program 2.9053 3.8392 8.110 6.71 .010 

 Comparison 2.8372 3.3923    

Stance Program 3.1236 4.1759 10.733 6.27 .013 

 Comparison 3.0231 3.6654    

Fluency Program 3.1149 4.1226 10.927 12.41 < .001 

 Comparison 3.0500 3.6038    

Diction Program 3.1566 4.1706 17.476 9.30 .002 

 Comparison 3.0077 3.5923    

Conventions Program 3.0283 3.9609 10.876 5.43 .020 

 Comparison 2.9000 3.4961    
1 F values correspond to the test of significance of the interaction between group and time. 
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In Year Two, student portfolio writing samples from the program school were also scored for the 

six criteria from NWP’s Analytic Writing Continuum (content, structure, stance, fluency, diction, 

and conventions) as well as holistically. Program students showed significant improvement in 

both their holistic scores and the individual criterion scores from pre- to posttest (Table 11), yet 

the overall improvement scores were lower than those of the prompted writing samples.  

 
Table 11. Program school pre-/posttest improvement on portfolio writings by criterion 
 

Criterion 
Mean Mean 

Improvement 
Standard 
Deviation T-Value* Pre Post 

Program     
 Holistic 

 
3.4060 3.9508 0.6029 1.3867 6.7079 

 Content 
 

3.3522 3.8828 0.6021 1.4822 6.3060 

 Structure 
 

3.2008 3.6882 0.5903 1.4695 6.1974 

 Stance 
 

3.3460 3.9213 0.6450 1.5580 6.3865 

 Fluency 
 

3.3820 3.9980 0.7068 1.5485 7.0265 

 Diction  
 

3.4799 4.0768 0.6561 1.5172 6.6577 

 Conventions 
 

3.4496 3.9137 0.5380 1.3279 6.2368 

n=238 
 * results from paired samples t tests 
 

DISCUSSION 

Teacher Outcomes 

Although our intent was to conduct a two-year longitudinal study of a school participating in 

professional development in writing, the reality of studying two different schools receiving 

professional development in writing for a single year has been instructive, as we analyze the 
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differences between these schools. Our findings showed evidence for change in teacher practice 

and improvement in student writing at both schools. However, the level of teacher change and 

improvement varied. In the process of addressing our research question about the effects of 

UWP’s yearlong professional development program on teacher philosophy and practice, we 

arrive at two answers and some possible explanations. 

 

At Program School I, the teachers often chose not to implement the strategies modeled in 

professional development sessions immediately. Rather, there was an overall tendency to wait 

until the following school year to implement new strategies. However, we did see shifts in 

practice with our Program School I teachers, although some were subtle. Some trends in their 

practice were a shift from basal to authentic literature with students. Prior to the professional 

development intervention, teachers relied heavily on basal texts. Using authentic literature as 

models for student writing and springboards for discussions about writing was atypical in the 

school. Teachers immediately embraced the use of authentic literature as models in their 

classrooms, and we saw every teacher in the spring lessons using these techniques in their 

classroom. The media specialist consistently ordered books recommended in the professional 

development, and teachers were able to use these in their classrooms. In addition, the principal 

provided funds in September for the teachers to order many of the books on the UWP Picture 

Book Bibliography for use in their classrooms.  

 

The first year also demonstrated the importance of administrative support in professional 

development initiatives. Although both the principal and the instructional coach were initially 

enthusiastic about the development of stronger writing instruction in the school, other initiatives 
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began to pull them away from the professional development program. One administrator, who 

did not attend many professional development sessions, noted in the follow-up interview that she 

believed teachers needed to change when they were ready for change. This encouragement of her 

teachers’ autonomy may have been misinterpreted by some as a lack of commitment to the 

program.  

 

The first year marked a shift in philosophy for most teachers at Program School I. From our 

viewing of typical writing lessons on fall videotapes, we found evidence of only one teacher 

using a workshop approach to writing. The spring videotapes show evidence that all of the 

teachers were beginning to incorporate elements of a workshop approach in their instruction. 

This shift moved teachers from direct instruction, with students writing almost solely in response 

to a prompt, to instruction that included mini-lessons, student choice in writing, and 

conferencing. Seating arrangements often changed, with students sitting in pairs or small groups 

instead of rows. While this philosophical shift resulted in a change in practice, teachers did not 

necessarily employ all of the techniques demonstrated in the professional development. 

 

In contrast, Program School II teachers were eager to use the strategies demonstrated during 

professional development sessions immediately in their classrooms. At the beginning of the year, 

a number of teachers were employing some form of a workshop approach to writing, using mini-

lessons and conferencing in their classrooms. It seems these teachers were able to offer some 

support to their peers who were moving to a workshop format for the first time. The use of the 

trait-based instruction gave the school a common language to use when discussing writing and 

enabled all of the teachers to offer more focused lessons, regardless of where they were in 
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implementing a workshop approach. In general, teachers embraced the workshop philosophy 

immediately and, according to survey data, began making changes to their own classroom 

environments. They also used strategies, as they were exposed to them, rather than waiting for a 

new school year to implement them. 

 

Comparing the results from both program schools highlights the important role of administrative 

support in transforming instructional practice. Writing was the focus of administrative support 

throughout the yearlong professional development program at Program School II. The program 

school had only one initiative for instruction: writing improvement. The principal clearly 

communicated her own concern by attending all the professional development sessions with the 

teachers and instructional coach. Throughout the year, the instructional coach observed teachers, 

offering further support for any teacher who requested help. During the interview at the end of 

the year, she was able to easily identify several teachers she felt had been “transformed” as 

writing teachers. The principal wrote her own stories and shared them with classes throughout 

the school on a regular basis, modeling what it meant to her to be a writer. Her writing and that 

of the teachers was displayed on the halls of the school. The school also chose to compete for a 

statewide writing award the year of the professional development, which further provided an 

incentive for the entire building to encourage and facilitate writing. 

 

Comparing the results from both program schools also highlights the importance of time in 

teacher development programs. Program School I teachers made shifts, but they were largely 

philosophical in nature. Shifting their beliefs about themselves as writing teachers, as well as the 

instruction of writing, became the focus of the professional development. Such philosophical 
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shifts take time, and a second year at the same school might have resulted in further shifts in 

teaching practice. Unfortunately, the focus of professional development, as well as funding, 

changed, and the teachers at Program School I did not have the support to continue their work 

into the second year. In contrast, when this research began at Program School II in the second 

year, some teachers within the school building were already incorporating a workshop approach, 

which may have helped foster a more rapid philosophical shift in their peers, leading to an 

implementation of modeled teaching practices. At Program School II, teachers had more time to 

focus on implementing strategies within this philosophical framework. 

 

These differences resulted in the development of a clear community of writers at Program School 

II, while Program School I seemed to be a more tenuous community. We envision the 

differences between Program School I and Program School II in Figures 2 and 3. In both 

communities, teacher-consultants and university professionals joined the community from time 

to time but were not fully ensconced in it. At Program School I, all participants were positioned 

on the periphery of the developing entity, a schoolwide community of writers. At Program 

School II, a community clearly formed, with students, teachers, and administrators firmly within 

its bounds. The professional development team was also embraced by the school writing 

community. Even teachers who appeared resistant at the beginning of the year often invited the 

teacher-consultants to visit their classrooms. They proudly pointed out student work displayed on 

their walls, and students were anxious to share their drafts from their writing notebooks. 

Teachers viewed the professional development team as colleagues. Figure 3 reflects this 

inclusion of the professional development providers within the schoolwide community of 

writers. 
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Figure 2. Program School I schoolwide community of writers 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Program School II schoolwide community of writers 
 

 

A third unanticipated outcome was found among teachers at our comparison schools. In both 

years, several teachers at the comparison school sought out professional development in writing 

on their own, knowing that student writing was going to be examined at their school that year. 

Although the comparison schools did not offer any professional development in writing at the 
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school, several teachers attended various professional development opportunities offered in the 

district to improve their own writing instruction. This suggests, perhaps, that when teachers 

understand their practices will be examined, they may develop an interest in improving that 

aspect of their teaching practice.  

 

Student Outcomes 

There was not a significant difference in the magnitude of the improvement between Program 

School I and Comparison School I. Overall, the improvement at the program school mirrored 

that of the comparison school. Two complicating factors may have affected these results. In Year 

One, Comparison School I started with higher student writing scores, which was reflected at the 

end of the year as well. We also saw evidence of less implementation of strategies at Program 

School I. Our qualitative data revealed that many teachers at Program School I did not begin to 

apply the strategies in their classrooms immediately. Rather, through our periodic surveys, we 

learned that teachers were thinking about how to incorporate these strategies into their plans the 

following year. Although the intervention began in the fall, common responses from Program 

School I teachers included “I have not yet used this strategy” and “I can’t wait to try this next 

year.”  

 

In year two, however, Program School II student improvement significantly outperformed that of 

the Comparison School II. Several factors discussed in “Teacher Outcomes” above may have 

contributed to the statistically significant outcomes in Year Two, but one important difference 

was the improved match between the program and comparison school For instance, both the 

program and comparison students started at the same point in the prompted writing that occurred 
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before the professional development intervention, whereas in Year One (see Table 12), 

comparison students started with a higher mean than program students across all criteria (see 

Table 13).  

 
Table 12. Pretest means, Year One 
Criterion Program School I Comparison School I 

Holistic 2.7833 3.1410 

Content 2.7589 3.1583 

Structure 2.5979 2.8953 

Stance 2.8337 3.1453 

Fluency 2.8589 3.1522 

Diction 2.8857 3.1427 

Conventions 2.6419 3.0251 

 
 
 
Table 13. Pretest means, Year Two 
Criterion Program School II Comparison School II 

Holistic 3.1136 3.0781 

Content 3.1415 3.0698 

Structure 2.9053 2.8372 

Stance 3.1236 3.0231 

Fluency 3.1149 3.0500 

Diction 3.1566 3.0077 

Conventions 3.0283 2.9000 
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Portfolio writing sample scores from Program School II provided us with some surprising 

information with which to wrestle. Our expectation had been that portfolio samples, pieces that 

students worked on over time with both peer and teacher input, would not only outscore 

prompted writing samples but would likely show more growth. In fact, these samples showed 

less growth than the prompted samples (see Table 13). We have several hypotheses as to why 

this may have occurred. One possible contributing factor is the nature of the work selected for 

portfolio samples. Teachers and students were able to select a wide range of genres to include in 

their portfolio assessment. For the fall writing sample, nearly all teachers and students selected 

narrative pieces, a common focus for the start of a school year and a genre familiar to students in 

the third through fifth grade. However, risk taking in portfolio selections for the spring writing 

sample resulting in a wide range of genres was noted. Teachers and students often selected new 

and unfamiliar genres and styles for the spring writing sample. Students turned in long pieces of 

writing (chapter books), as well as examples of expository texts that included pictures and 

diagrams as complements to the text. Although students took risks in their writing and invested 

more time and effort to produce longer, more complex pieces, these samples presented 

unanticipated challenges for scorers. The result was that fewer of the portfolio samples were 

scored. The submission of these less-familiar genres may have also inadvertently affected scores, 

as narrative writing may be perceived as more “authentic” than expository text (Faigley 1989). 

As researchers, we learned the importance of specificity and consistency when requesting this 

type of sample, and we have subsequently revised our protocols for future work. 

 

SIGNIFICANCE 

Although the process approach to writing has been studied for over thirty years, very few large-
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scale studies have studied the relationship of the process instructional approach to the quality of 

written products by students. Pritchard and Honeycutt’s (2005) review of research indicates that 

very few of the articles published on the writing process use an empirical methodology to 

address answerable questions about this relationship. Furthermore, although the National Writing 

Project has been “a major force in accentuating the role of writing and learning” (Pritchard and 

Honeycutt, p. 283), most NWP studies have focused on the program’s impact on teachers rather 

than on students. In recent years, several studies have emerged, tracking student improvement as 

a result of National Writing Project professional development (Blau, Cabe, and Whitney 2006; 

Campos and Peach 2006; Singer and Scollay 2006; Swain, Graves, and Morse 2006).  

 

The present study makes several important contributions to the slowly growing body of research 

in this area. First, our research suggests that a workshop approach incorporating the traits of 

quality writing can be an effective way to prepare students for high-stakes testing, as evidenced 

by the improvement in students’ scores at Program School I and especially by the statistically 

significant improvement at Program School II. Second, our study raises questions about the 

assessment of learning; if students are engaged in a workshop approach to writing, is a prompted 

writing sample the best way to demonstrate learning? Does the scoring used for prompted 

writing samples hold for scoring portfolio samples, which are written over time? What weight 

should we give to student risk taking, if any?  

 

Two findings emerged only because we changed out initial research design. Although our initial 

study was conceived to examine a single school over two years of professional development, the 

change to a two-year study examining the impact of professional development at two different 
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schools allowed us to examine in more detail the effectiveness of the professional development 

program and also examine the conditions that may best support it. Our research indicates that the 

environment of the school, particularly school administrators’ views of the value of the 

professional development, has a direct and significant impact on teachers’ philosophy and 

practice. Finally, while teachers’ attitudes about writing improved and teacher’s self-efficacy 

grew in both program schools in this study, the discrepancy between the student outcomes at 

Program Schools I and II points to the importance of further study of the factors that influence 

teacher incorporation of new strategies in classrooms. This additional comparison between 

schools would not have been possible without a change in our initial research design. 

 

We hope further analysis of these data, and future similar research studies, will help us begin to 

address these questions and to better understand links between professional development, teacher 

practice, and philosophy, as well as the effects of professional development on teachers with 

varying levels of experience. For instance, in future analysis of this data, we will also examine 

teacher practice and student outcomes at the level of individual teachers, in an effort to better 

understand the elements that lead to classroom environments that foster excellence in writing. As 

we continue our analysis of the level of implementation at each program school in this study, we 

hope to better understand factors that influence the success of professional development.  
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