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Building Leadership for a Sustained Districtwide Writing Improvement Program 
 

Executive Summary 
 

This study examines the effects of a three-year professional development program 
conducted in the Mehlville School District (MSD) near St. Louis, Missouri, from 2004 
through 2007. Gateway Writing Project (GWP) provided the inservice program, which 
was based on established National Writing Project principles. The professional 
development sought to develop a core group of teacher-leaders who could build and 
sustain a writing improvement program at the middle and high school levels. Program 
effectiveness was measured in terms of the teachers’ classroom use of writing process 
and effective instructional strategies, as well as their students’ performance in writing. 
 
The study compares data from communication arts teachers and their students in grades 
6–12 during the 2006-2007 school year and grades 6-11 during the 204-2005 school 
years. A total of 65 Mehlville teachers participated in the professional development 
programs from 2004 through 2007. The data and results reported for this study include 18 
program teachers (3 were trained in 2004–2005, 4 in 2005–2006, and 11 in 2006–2007). 
Five teachers who did not participate in the GWP professional development program 
functioned as a control group. 
 
To assess the effectiveness of the program, a quasi-experimental design was used. 
Teachers and students were matched to ensure comparability on a number of qualitative 
and quantitative demographic and performance features. Data included interviews and 
classroom observations, as well as tests of student writing achievement. 
 
Analysis of student writing in a nationally scored assessment demonstrated no statistical 
difference between the students of program and control teachers. Qualitative data analysis 
provided similar results. The comparison teachers—particularly by the third year of the 
study—had been greatly influenced by conversations they had held with program 
participants, and GWP materials that program participants had shared with them. Indeed, 
while study results in 2007 found key differences between program and comparison 
teachers’ classroom practices and their students’ writing achievement, by 2007—the third 
year of the study—there was no longer a true “control” group. The researchers wish to 
emphasize that the small number of teachers in this study—particularly the small number 
of comparison teachers—made it difficult to fully examine the extent to which the 
professional development may have influenced the participating teachers’ classroom 
practices and hence their students’ writing performance. Evidence presented in this report 
does strongly suggest that GWP professional development was shared and implemented 
among all teachers, whether or not they received GWP training, thus influencing the 
study results. 
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Building Leadership for a Sustained Districtwide Writing Improvement Program 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Since 1978 the Gateway Writing Project (GWP) has, as part of its mission, been 
committed to improving literacy instruction—and in particular the teaching of writing—
through its professional development and for-credit programs. GWP’s service area 
includes the city of St. Louis and the surrounding metropolitan area. 
 
The Mehlville School District (MSD) is located in a suburban area south of the city of St. 
Louis. Its student population is typical of most suburban St. Louis districts: In the 2006-
2007 school year, 19 percent of the students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. 
African American, Hispanic, Asian American, and Native American groups made up 
14% of the district’s student population.  
 
During the 2003-2004 school year, the district considered adopting a global student 
academic improvement approach through literacy, technology, and continuous 
improvement for its secondary teachers. After exploring several professional 
development options, district administrators chose GWP to offer Writing to Promote and 
Assess Learning. “We know about standards,” said Elaine Waldon, MSD director of 
professional development. “We know about what makes good writing and what good 
professional development looks like. We knew GWP could give us that. Our goal was to 
train a core group of teachers who could continue to provide leadership in the district.” 
This study investigates the extent to which participants used the professional 
development training in their classrooms, and whether those practices affected student 
achievement. Additionally, the study saw evidence of how teacher leadership affected 
department and school curriculum development. 
 
PROGRAM FOCUS AND BACKGROUND 
 
GWP spent three years (2004-2005, 2005-2006, 2006-2007) providing professional 
development in the Mehlville School District. The program sought to build and sustain 
secondary teachers’ capacity to teach writing and literacy skills. In 2004-2005, all 435 
MSD secondary teachers were invited to attend Writing to Promote and Assess Learning, 
and all 29 teachers who volunteered were accepted to participate in this first cohort. In 
2005-2006, the district’s professional development director focused on recruiting teachers 
in the “core areas”—communication arts, social studies, science, and math. Fifteen 
teachers comprised the second cohort to participate in the professional development. In 
the third year (2006-2007), 21 teachers from the district’s three middle schools and two 
high schools participated in the program. Three teachers either chose to remove 
themselves from the study or were eliminated during data analysis because they did not 
have their students complete the necessary pre/post writing samples. Thus the results 
presented in this report are based on data from 18 teachers trained in three different 
cohorts, but these results are for the 2006-2007 school year only. Results from the 2005-
2006 study are available at 
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http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/download/nwp_file/10534/LSRI%20Gateway%202007.pdf
?x-r=pcfile_d. 
 
The professional development followed National Writing Project (NWP) principles and 
National Staff Development (NSD) standards. It was job-embedded and embraced a 
model of “teachers teaching teachers.” This model recognizes teachers’ tacit knowledge 
and encourages them to share their research and their best-practice ideas. Through this 
teacher-centered approach it was hoped that participating teachers would become change 
agents for how writing is taught in their schools, as they increasingly adopted the stance 
of teachers teaching teachers. 
 
GWP facilitators worked to affect and to improve teacher knowledge and practice 
regarding writing pedagogy. The change in teachers’ practices, it was hoped, would in 
turn improve their students’ performance on writing tasks. The efficacy of the 
professional development was assessed by both teacher growth (as measured by 
classroom observations, researcher field notes from the professional development 
sessions, and semistructured interviews) and student growth (as measured by an on-
demand, timed writing assessment administered to students of the study group and 
comparison group teachers).  
 
Program Context  
 
Overview 
The professional development inservice, titled Writing to Promote and Assess Learning, 
began in September and met on a monthly basis through April. The school district 
provided release time for the teachers and hired substitute teachers to cover their classes. 
Teachers were not paid for their participation, but they could opt to take the class for 
graduate credit at their own expense. Facilitating the professional development were two 
GWP teacher-consultants, Ms. Cathy Beck and Ms. Mary Kim Schreck. Table 1 provides 
details on the number of sessions and contact hours for each of the main professional 
development pieces. 
 
Writing to Promote and Assess Learning provided a background in the essential elements 
of a writing improvement program (see appendix A). In particular, Writing to Promote 
and Assess Learning sessions stressed the use of writing both as a collaborative 
experience and as a powerful thinking tool.  
 
Theory to practice 
The program offered a broad array of strategies and practices in the teaching of writing. 
Each strategy focused on aspects of the writing process, including prewriting, organizing, 
revising, word choice, and developing sentence fluency. In addition, facilitators provided 
a theoretical framework for the strategies. This theoretical undergirding was intended to 
allow participants to move beyond simple replication and adapt the strategies to their 
unique teaching situations. The monthly professional development sessions included time 
for teachers to discuss the implementation of the program in their classrooms, and to 
reflect on their challenges and successes.  

http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/download/nwp_file/10534/LSRI%20Gateway%202007.pdf?x-r=pcfile_d�
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/download/nwp_file/10534/LSRI%20Gateway%202007.pdf?x-r=pcfile_d�
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Curricular impact 
The program content was additionally customized to support MSD curriculum and 
priorities. To this end, course facilitators worked in collaboration with teachers to address 
specific teacher and student needs and to develop classroom curriculum in alignment with 
district and state goals. Facilitators also observed individual classrooms for at least one 
full class period. Following each observation, facilitators conferred with teachers on how 
they might continue to implement the professional development in their classrooms. 
During these conferences, facilitators offered strategies for strengthening writing 
assignments, provided additional materials to use as models, and suggested professional 
materials to deepen the teachers’ understanding of the teaching of writing. 
 
Teachers as authors 
Finally, the course emphasized teachers’ personal writing, operating from a core NWP 
assumption that teachers can best teach writing when they are cognizant of the writing 
process as writers themselves. Based on the premise that such awareness better equips 
teachers to deal with their students’ writing challenges, a strong emphasis was placed on 
developing the program participants’ own writing skills and providing opportunities for 
them to reflect on their personal writing process. To encourage teachers to articulate their 
knowledge—in keeping with the professional development practice of “teachers teaching 
teachers”—participants showcased changes in their practice with an end-of-the-year 
“gallery walk” that included student writing, sample activities, classroom photographs, 
and reflections. 
 

Table 1 
Summary of Writing to Promote and Assess Learning Activities in MSD 

 
On-Site Structures Description Number of Sessions Number of Hours 
Monthly workshop 
sessions  

Interactive sessions in which 
participants experienced an array 
of strategies, developed 
curriculum, and wrote themselves. 
 

8 44 

Preparation for 
monthly meetings 

Teachers wrote and revised their 
pieces, gathered information for 
curriculum development, and read 
articles provided by facilitators. 
 

8 24 

Classroom Coaching Facilitators observed individual 
teacher lessons, provided feedback, 
and problem-solved; made 
appropriate modifications to future 
sessions. 

2 per teacher 1–1.5  hours 
per visit 

Total Contact Hours   71 per teacher 
 
 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
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This research investigated the impact of Gateway Writing Project’s professional 
development in the Mehlville School District for 2006-2007. Writing to Promote and 
Assess Learning was evaluated in terms of both its effect on teachers and its effect on 
students. Specifically, we wanted to determine whether the inservice participants become 
better teachers of writing, and whether their students become better writers. Additionally, 
we hoped to identify and describe features of the model that we felt could be replicated in 
other schools. 
 
The study framed these goals in terms of three major questions: 

1. To what extent and in what ways does the professional development program 
build teachers’ capacity to teach writing and literacy skills? 

2. How, specifically, do teachers apply skills demonstrated in the professional 
development sessions to their own classroom practice? 

3. Do any such changes in practice positively affect student writing growth and 
development as compared with that of students whose teachers did not participate 
in the professional development? 

 
The first question explores the ways in which the professional development program 
might affect teachers’ knowledge and delivery of effective writing instruction. Using 
field notes from the professional development sessions and classroom observations from 
a trained GWP teacher-consultant (who was not part of the program and did not know 
whether participants were in the program group or the comparison group) we sought to 
draw connections between the strategies teachers learned and the implementation of these 
strategies in their classrooms. 
 
To answer the second question, we used the classroom observations from the independent 
observer noted above in conjunction with teachers’ self-report of skills from an interview 
that followed each classroom observation. 
 
The third question was answered by observing changes on a pre/post on-demand writing 
assessment administered to students in the program group and a comparison group. These 
tests were scored off-site by NWP and yielded both a set of analytic scores and a holistic 
score for each student. 
  
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
 
Overall Research Design 
This research employed a pre/post quasi-experimental design. (A true experimental 
design was not possible as we needed to utilize intact classrooms and could not randomly 
assign students or teachers to the study.) In order to control for as many extraneous 
variables as possible, program teachers and their intact classrooms were matched with 
nonparticipating teachers and their intact classrooms. Program and comparison teachers 
were matched based on grade level, teacher experience, and certain demographics of the 
students they served (e.g., free/reduced-price lunch status and ethnicity). Data collected 
from both groups included teacher interviews, classroom observations, field notes, and 
tests of writing achievement. 
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Sample 
While secondary teachers in all content areas were invited to attend the professional 
development, 53% of the participants were communication arts teachers. In order to 
accommodate the school district’s request to determine the impact of Writing to Promote 
and Assess Learning on communication arts teachers in particular, the study sample was 
limited to these teachers and their students. By the end of the three years of professional 
development, nearly 85% of the communication arts teachers in the MSD had one year of 
training through the inservice workshops. Four teachers also went on to take the GWP 
summer invitational institute. 
 
Teachers were matched by the grade level they taught, their years of teaching experience, 
and their level of education (e.g., bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, certifications). They 
were also matched by student characteristics including free/reduced-price lunch status, 
ethnicity, and gender. Because this study took place within one school district where 
student demographics were fairly consistent between classes, matches for teacher 
demographics were given preference over student demographics. Still, the voluntary 
nature of the study and the need to preserve intact classrooms made this difficult in some 
instances. 
 
Data for this study were collected in 2006-2007 from 3 teachers who participated in the 
2004-2005 program, 4 who participated in the 2005-2006 program and 11 who 
participated in the 2006-2007 program (a total of 18 study teachers), as well as 5 matched 
comparison teachers. The number of comparison teachers is small because the pool of 
eligible teachers (those who had not had GWP training and were willing to volunteer) 
was limited by the third year of work in this district. Both program and comparison 
teachers participated on a voluntary basis. During the 2006-2007 school year, 3 teachers 
either chose to remove themselves from the study or were eliminated because they did 
not have their students complete the necessary pre/post writing samples.  
 
Table 2 outlines characteristics of program and comparison teachers. Table 3 outlines 
characteristics of students in program and comparison teachers’ classes. 
 

Table 2 
Characteristics of Program and Comparison Teachers (2006-2007) 

 
 Program Teachers Comparison Teachers Total District Secondary 

Communication Arts 
Number 18 5 68 
Mean Years Experience 9.22 10.8 12 
Level of Education BA = 7 

MA = 11 
2 = BA 
3= MA 

BA = 19 
MA = 47 
Specialist = 1 
EdD = 1 

 



Building Leadership 8 

Table 3 
Characteristics of Program and Comparison Students 

 
 Program Students Comparison Students Total Mehlville 

Students (grades 6-12) 
Number 334 88 6506 
Grade Level Grade 6 n = 38 

Grade 7 n = 81 
Grade 8 n = 65 
Grade 9 n = 22 
Grade 10 n = 41 
Grade 11 n = 84 
Grade 12 n = 3 

Grade 6 n = 0 
Grade 7 n = 21 
Grade 8 n = 0 
Grade 9 n = 1 
Grade 10 n = 29 
Grade 11 n = 12 
Grade 12 n = 25 

Grade 6 = 811 
Grade 7 = 846 
Grade 8 = 909 
Grade 9 = 1027 
Grade 10 = 916 
Grade 11 =  1021 
Grade 12 = 976 
 

Free/Reduced-Price 
Lunch 

15% 13% 19% 

Gender Female  55% 
Male   45% 

Female 57% 
Male    43% 

Female 49% 
Male     51% 
 

Race/Ethnicity 
 

African American 11%  
Asian American 2% 
Hispanic < 1% 
White 87% 
 

African American 9% 
Asian American 2% 
Hispanic  0% 
White 89% 
 

African American 11% 
Asian American 2% 
Hispanic 1% 
White 86% 
 
 

Voluntary Transfer 
Students (part of St. 
Louis desegregation) 

8% 6% 8% 

ELL Students 1% 1% 3% 
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
Table 4 provides a summary of the research questions and the data sources utilized to 
address each question. Each data source is then described in more detail following  
table 4.  
 
To the extent possible, data were gathered and analyzed independently. District director 
of professional development Elaine Waldon secured all the teacher and student 
demographic data. She also helped determine appropriate comparison teachers. All 
student writing samples were scored independently by NWP during a national scoring 
conference. All quantitative data were analyzed by Drs. Michelle Mathews and Sarah 
Huisman, independent education research consultants. 
 
We selected a subset of teachers in both the program and comparison groups and asked 
these teachers to allow an observer into their classrooms to document their teaching 
practices. To minimize researcher bias, a GWP-trained teacher-consultant not affiliated 
with the inservice program, Ms. Astra Cherry, conducted these classroom observations 
(see appendix B). We also asked study teachers to participate in a short interview at the 
conclusion of the classroom observation. These data allowed us a more in-depth look at 
teacher practice. Teacher selection for the observations/interviews was not randomized 
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per se; teachers were asked to participate in the observations/interviews because they 
represented a range experience and education levels. Unfortunately, time and schedules 
did not permit us to conduct observations and interviews with all participants; hence, n = 
10 for this dataset. 
 
All qualitative data were analyzed by Dr. Nancy Robb Singer, lead researcher for the 
project, and graduate assistant Ms. Inda Schaenen. Both researchers used a grounded 
theory approach to search for common traits and themes among the teachers’ classroom 
practices. The researchers then met to compare findings and to reread data on which they 
had differing interpretations.   
 

Table 4 
Summary of Data Collection Methods 

Research Question Data Sources Administration Respondents 

To what extent and in what 
ways does the professional 
development program build 
teachers’ capacity to teach 
writing and literacy skills? 

Semistructured 
interviews 
 
 
Researcher’s field notes 
and memos 

Conducted after 
each classroom 
visit 
 
Collected 
throughout the 
inservice 
 
 
 

Program teachers;  
n = 6 
Comparison teachers;  
n = 4 

How, specifically, do teachers 
apply skills demonstrated in the 
professional development 
sessions to their own classroom 
practice? 
 

Classroom observations  
 
 
 
Semistructured 
interviews 
 
 
 

Conducted after 
each classroom 
visit 
 
 

Program teachers; 
n = 6 
Comparison teachers;  
n = 4 
Program teachers;  
n = 6 
Comparison teachers;  
n = 4 
 

Do any such changes in practice 
positively affect student writing 
growth and development when 
compared with students whose 
teachers did not participate in 
the professional development? 
 

Student writing samples 
from on-demand 
district-administered 
prompts 
 
 

Administered pre 
(September) and 
post (May); scored 
using both holistic 
and analytic rubrics 

Program students;  
n = 334 
Comparison students;  
n = 88 
 

 
Teacher data 
Several data sources were employed to help capture multiple dimensions of teacher 
practice. To determine to what extent the inservice program affected teacher practice, we 
used semistructured interviews and classroom observations. We also collected qualitative 
data in the form of field notes that focused on activities and conversations conducted 
during the inservice. These multiple sources of data, described below, also helped us 
validate our outcomes and tease out elements of the professional development that 
participants were able to appropriate into their day-to-day teaching practice. 
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Classroom observations. A GWP teacher-consultant not directly affiliated with the 
program was trained to use the Classroom Observation Protocol (see appendix B). These 
on-site classroom observations helped identify the kinds of writing practices and the level 
of implementation that program teachers employed in their classrooms. Observation 
times were mutually agreed upon, and teachers were aware that the observer was noting 
their uses of writing practices. In addition, the observer noted other qualitative data such 
as the physical arrangement of the classroom (e.g., were there spaces for writing/sharing/ 
publishing student work?). We asked the observer to transcribe the teachers’ lessons (to 
the extent possible) and to specifically note any features of the lesson that she felt 
reflected unique or effective uses of writing pedagogy. 
 
Teacher interviews. Teachers participated in a semistructured interview at the end of the 
classroom observation (see end of appendix B). These interviews sought specifically to 
understand the level of implementation of practices introduced during the professional 
development. Teachers were asked to reflect on the writing lesson they had just 
completed. They were also asked to bring a set of student papers and to reflect on the 
teaching and writing practices associated with those papers. These data provided a more 
detailed description of typical writing tasks in the teachers’ classrooms. Responses were 
recorded in detailed field notes, but were not transcribed verbatim. The lead researcher 
reviewed the interview field notes, and conducted follow-up interviews when a comment 
or observation seemed particularly interesting or problematic, or required additional 
information. 
 
Student data 
Student writing samples. To measure student growth in writing, we collected two on-
demand writing samples. Elaine Waldon selected the prompts using guidelines from 
Vicki Spandel’s book Creating Writers Through 6-Trait Writing Assessment and 
Instruction (2004) and by consulting with the high school English department chair. The 
45-minute assessments were administered by MSD in pre/post fashion in September 2006 
and May 2007 to students in both the program and comparison groups. 
 
Evaluative framework. To ensure technical rigor and credibility, scoring and data 
processing were conducted independently of the local site. The scoring was based on the 
NWP Analytic Writing Continuum, a modified version of the Six+1 Trait Writing Model 
(Bellamy 2005).  The Analytic Writing Continuum assesses the following elements of 
writing: 

• Content (including quality and clarity of ideas and meaning): The content 
category comprises 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 comprises how effectively the writing 
establishes logical arrangement, coherence, and unity within the elements of the 
work and throughout the work as a whole. 
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• Stance: The stance category comprises how effectively the writing communicates 
a perspective through elements of style, an appropriate level of formality, and a 
tone appropriate for the audience and purpose. 

• Sentence Fluency: The sentence fluency category comprises 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 comprises 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 comprises 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 
certain 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 traits 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). 

• 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. 

 
Scoring. The writing samples from MSD were among those from all six LSRI sites 
scored at a national conference held in June 2007. 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]). Of the 5,362 papers from students in the 
middle and high school grades—which included all of the student samples reported in 
this research project, 1120 (21%) were scored twice so that reliability could be 
calculated.  
 
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). At the 
middle and high school levels, which were the focus of this study, reliabilities (measured 
as interrater agreement, defining agreement as two scores being identical or within one 
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single score point of each other) ranged from 85% to 90% with an aggregate across all 
scores of 88%.  (See appendix C for a complete analysis of the reliability of the scoring 
of student writing). All data were entered via optical scanning with built-in checks for 
acceptable score ranges and the like. The resolution of all discrepancies produced a 
highly accurate data file for use in our analysis. 
 

Table 5 
Reliability Rates for Writing Scores by Analytic Element 

 
Number Double  All Holistic Content Structure  Stance Sentence Diction  Conventions 
Scored Score Rate Elements     Fluency   
5,362 21% 88% 90% 89% 89% 85% 86% 90%      86% 

 
 
RESULTS/FINDINGS 
 
Classroom Practices 
Analysis of classroom observations and teacher interviews demonstrated little difference 
between the classroom practices of teachers in the research and comparison groups. After 
the GWP inservice program had been operating in the school district for three years, the 
comparison teachers may have been influenced by the strategies that participating 
teachers shared with them, to the extent that they could no longer be viewed as a true 
control group for this research. 
 
Indeed, several comparison group teachers mentioned specific sources of GWP influence 
in their interviews. One comparison teacher stated that she collaborated with other 
teachers—in particular another teacher who had attended the GWP professional 
development. Specifically, she mentioned using a scoring guide that she had obtained 
from another teacher who was “doing Gateway.” Another comparison teacher said that 
although she was not presently involved in the GWP professional development at her 
school, she had previously taken two GWP classes for academic credit—Teaching 
Writing with Technology and Writing for Teachers—at UM-St. Louis. District director of 
professional development Elaine Waldon said, “At the high school level the professional 
development seems to have started a movement of all teachers involved in the training by 
creating a common language both in expectations of student work and in common 
strategies for developing and understanding those skills and traits.” This “organic” spread 
of effective pedagogical practice is certainly a goal of quality professional development, 
but it also complicated the study design of comparing program and comparison teachers 
insomuch as there was no true uninfluenced comparison. 
 
Common philosophies and strategies 
Classroom observations and teacher interviews revealed similar philosophical stances 
toward the teaching of writing, and common techniques in the teaching of writing, 
between the program and comparison teachers. Indeed, the qualitative data suggest 
several stances and strategies that can be directly linked to the GWP professional 
development. These include 1) an emphasis on literacy, 2) emphasis on self as writer, 3) 
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use of prewriting strategies, 4) use of novels/stories/activities suggested during the 
inservice, 5) writing choices, and 6) use of revision and response strategies. 
 
Emphasis on literacy. The observer noted an emphasis on literacy in both research and 
control teachers’ classrooms, visible in the physical arrangement and adornments in the 
classrooms. In some classrooms she noted displays of student work; in others she 
described the materials available to student writers. This description of a program 
teacher’s classroom was typical: “There were shelves of paperback books, reference 
books, and materials. Another wall contained charts of Show-Me Standards [state 
standards], information about English composition, and grammar usage. Posters with 
quotes from Shakespeare and Maya Angelou were next to those charts. Students’ hand-
bound books and colored folders were stored in crates on and under tables to the right 
side of the room.” 
 
Emphasis on self as writer. When teachers were asked in their interview “Are you a 
writer?” 8 out of 9 teachers replied “yes.” (One teacher did not respond to this question, 
as her interview was cut short.) Both research and control teachers said that they 
routinely shared their writing with their students and that this practice had improved their 
teaching of writing. One participant said she had “learned the importance of writing with 
students” and was “modeling her process as she encourages her students to discover their 
own [process].” 
 
Use of prewriting techniques. Teachers in both the program and control groups used 
writer’s notebooks, graphic organizers, and concept maps to help students generate and 
organize ideas for writing. During the professional development, facilitators modeled the 
use of writer’s notebooks and encouraged participants to keep one themselves. Program 
leaders also demonstrated many ways for teachers to help students organize writing, 
including graphic organizers and concept maps. 
 
Use of novels/stories/activities suggested during the inservice. Several of the texts and 
activities presented to program participants were observed in many comparison teachers’ 
classrooms: for example, using the same piece of literature (e.g., Voices in the Park 
[Browne 2001]), using the same writing prompts about literature (e.g., writing about a 
poet’s biographical information by pretending to be a mouse living in the poet’s house), 
and creating imitation poetry. 
 
Writing choices. Both in writing and in reading, students were given the latitude to 
choose genres and texts that were meaningful to them. Teachers reported students 
choosing a variety of writing types including essays, comic strips, summaries, reading 
logs, diaries, journals, reflective pieces, poetry, personal narratives, college essays, and 
rap. One program teacher described how she incorporated choice after her students had 
read The Kite Runner (Hosseini 2003). “[I decided] to have students share The Kite 
Runner using multigenre projects. Students wrote poems, raps, and songs (accompanied 
by guitar), made kites depicting scenes, depicted figurative language or phrases on t-
shirts, scrapbooked, etc.” The observer noted that these student pieces were displayed on 
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the classroom walls. A comparison teacher said his students seemed “more comfortable 
sharing [their] writing. . . . giving them choice seems to give them more ownership.” 
 
Use of revision and response strategies. Qualitative data from both the program and 
comparison teachers’ classrooms point to specific carryover of revision and response 
strategies from the professional development to the teachers’ classrooms. Examples 
include the systematic revision strategy of ratiocination (Ratiocination invites students, 
through a process of coding and decoding clues, to manipulate sentences, consider syntax 
and diction, activate verbs, vary sentence beginnings, avoid weak repetition, refresh 
clichés, and in general develop and clarify their thinking.) Qualitative data show that 
program teachers used ratiocination with their own students. 
 
During the professional development teachers also participated in a “writing buffet” that 
they later used with their own students. GWP facilitator Cathy Beck explained the 
activity this way: “The writing buffet is where [participants] bring completed [writing] 
pieces, staple a couple of colored sheets to the back, and place them on the ‘buffet table.’  
It then is the same process as with a food buffet—they go back to the table, pick up 
someone’s paper, respond, and go back for more. . . . They all love it because they get to 
read/respond to so many papers and then they get to gorge on the responses people have 
made to their piece.” 
 
Student Performance 
On-demand writing samples collected from students in the fall (pretest) and in the spring 
(posttest) provided a way to compare the writing achievement of both program and 
comparison teachers’ students. Table 6 shows that on the six individual traits scored—
content, structure, stance, diction, sentence fluency, and conventions—as well as on a 
holistic score, there was no statistically significant difference between the research and 
comparison groups. 
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Table 6 
Mean Scale Scores for Writing Assessment and Related 

Repeated Measures Analyses of Variance 
 

Score Group Mean 
Time 1 

Mean 
Time 2 

Difference 
(T2 – T1) 

F1 Significance 

Content Program 3.392 3.429 37 .443 .506 (ns) 
 Comparison 

 
3.695 3.638 -57   

Structure Program 3.158 3.226 68 .211 .646 (ns) 
 Comparison 

 
3.425 3.431 6   

Stance Program 3.650 3.650 0 .002 .968 (ns) 
 Comparison 

 
3.914 3.920 6   

Diction Program 3.422 3.445 23 .205 .651 (ns) 
 Comparison 

 
3.626 3.713 87   

Sentence 
Fluency 

Program 3.374 3.436 62 .168 .682 (ns) 

 Comparison 
 

3.649 3.764 115   

Conventions Program 3.422 3.514 92 .000 .996 (ns) 
 Comparison 

 
3.701 3.793 92   

Holistic Program 3.350 3.435 85 .154 .695 (ns) 
 Comparison 3.632 3.667 35   
 

1 F values correspond to the test of significance of the interaction between group and 
time. 
 
ns Not Significant 

* p < .05 
** p < .01 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Because many factors impact student achievement, it is always difficult to attribute 
improvement—or lack of improvement—in student writing to any one intervention. This 
may be especially true in this study. In this section we first offer a possible explanation 
for why such attribution was difficult. We then suggest that in fact, the very difficulty of 
documenting differences between program and comparison groups points to a success of 
the professional development program, and may suggest evidence that a form of 
leadership has developed to support sustained improvement of writing instruction. 
  
Lack of True Comparison 
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The school district’s goal for this inservice training was to provide professional 
development in the area of writing for as many of its secondary teachers—and in 
particular its communication arts teachers—as it could. By the end of the three years of 
professional development in the MSD, nearly 85% of the communication arts teachers 
had formally been exposed to GWP through inservice workshops and/or the summer 
invitational institute. 
 
While the school district’s objective was met, each year that GWP worked in the district, 
the potential pool of comparison teachers shrank. The number of teachers reported in this 
study as a comparison group (n = 5) was, perhaps, too small a number to adequately 
analyze the effects of the professional development. 
 
Moreover, as illustrated in the qualitative data analysis described above, several 
comparison group teachers reported using strategies that had been shared with them by 
program participants or that came from coursework completed through GWP. For these 
reasons, we conclude that there was no true comparison group in the 2006-2007 study. 
 
Design of the Professional Development 
An accepted strategy in professional development is to train those teachers who are 
highly motivated (as evidenced by their willingness to volunteer) and then to hope that 
their enthusiasm for the strategies will “percolate” and be shared/adopted among 
nonparticipants. This seems to have happened in this study: Teachers were asked to 
participate in the professional development—and in the study—on a completely 
voluntary basis, and they then shared GWP strategies with their colleagues in the district. 
Arguably, this form of organic and informal teacher leadership will help sustain writing-
instruction improvement in the district over time. This sharing of strategies that drive 
effective instruction is often “invisible” to traditional research methods. 
 
This theory is further supported by looking at the 2005-2006 results. In that study, 
program group teachers’ students made greater gains in achievement in a holistic measure 
of their writing performance as well as in their scores for the traits of stance and sentence 
fluency. Perhaps the most ambitious and vested teachers came first to the professional 
development and thus direct effects of the professional development could more easily be 
recognized and documented in the earlier years. By year three, teachers had either been 
GWP trained themselves or had received assistance and materials from those who had 
been trained. Again, we believe this points to the sustainability of the professional 
development model.  
 
Moreover, in both the 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 study, the program teachers’ students 
started at a lower point than the comparison teachers’ students. It is possible that teachers 
did not feel as much need to avail themselves of professional development (in this case to 
improve writing) if their students were already good writers. 
 
The design of this multiyear inservice program (one that sought willing volunteers and 
then encouraged sharing with teachers who were not participants in the professional 
development) means that we must take into account the effect of teacher-leaders taking 
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up effective practices and then informally sharing those practices with members of the 
comparison group. 
 
 
Looking to the Future 
The story of GWP’s alliance with and work in the MSD doesn’t end with this 2006-2007 
study. GWP continues to build on its positive findings from the previous two years’ work 
in the MSD and to provide professional development opportunities to district teachers in 
an effort to make writing project philosophy and strategies a routine part of practice in 
the Mehlville School District. Although funding will not allow the professional 
development to be systematically studied as the 2005-2006 and 2006-2007 inservices 
were, another cohort of teachers (n = 23) will participate in the professional development 
during the 2007-2008 school year. 
 
While we did not seek to measure in this study the extent to which teachers became 
leaders in their schools or in their district, 12 participant teachers were selected for an 
advanced training opportunity that focused on teacher inquiry. Another 4 teachers, who 
learned about GWP through the project’s work in MSD, eventually became summer 
institute fellows and are now GWP teacher-consultants. These numbers suggest that the 
professional development was ongoing and sustainable. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A 
 
ENG/Tch. Ed. 5850 Topics in the Teaching of Writing:  Writing to Promote and Assess 
Learning 
 
Three hours graduate credit 
Prerequisite: Teaching certification; consent of advisor 
  
Writing to Promote and Assess Learning offers a broad array of practices for teachers of writing 
in all subject areas. Participants will learn how writing can be used before, during and after 
instruction to ensure that students are learning essential information, making connections to past 
learning, and developing meaningful, thoughtful interpretations of text and classroom 
experiences. Participants will read articles and selections from books, write extensively, reflect on 
their own writing process, develop their skills as teachers of writing, and develop curriculum that 
embeds good writing and assessment practices throughout. 
  
Texts: 
Bauer, Joan. (2000) “Words,” Voices from the Middle. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers 

of English. 
Burke, Jim. (2003) Writing Reminders: Tools, Tips, and Techniques. Portsmouth, NH: 

Heinemann. 
Calkins, Lucy McCormick. (1994) The Art of Teaching Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
Curriculum Frameworks. (1998). Jefferson City, MO: Missouri Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education.  
Faucette, Rosemary. (1997) “A Metaphorical Introduction to the Writing Process.”  Notes Plus 

Book 15. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 
Gateway Writing Project Binder (2004). 
Harper, Laura. (1997) “The Writer’s Toolbox:  Five Tools for Active Revision Instruction.”  

Language Arts, March. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 
Kirby, Dan; Kirby, Dawn Latta Kirby, and Liner, Tom. (2004) Inside Out: Strategies for  

 Teaching Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
Lamott, Anne. (1994) Bird by Bird.  New York: Doubleday. 
Lane, Barry. (1994) After the End: Teaching and Learning Creative Revision. Portsmouth, NH: 

Heinemann. 
Lane, Barry. (1996) After the End: Teaching and Learning Creative Revision, Volume One - The 

Power of Detail (video). Discover Writing Company. 
LeNoir, W. David.  (2003) “There’s Nothing to Eat!: A Half-Dozen Ways to Find  

 Writing Ideas.” English Journal, May 2003. 
Murray, Donald.  (1995) “The Maker’s Eye: Revising Your Own Manuscripts.”  In Bloom, 

Lynne Z. The Essay Connection.  D.C. Heath and Company. 
Paulsen, Gary. (2000) “The Way Stories Dance.”  Voices from the Middle, Urbana, IL: National 

Council of Teachers of English. 
Peterson, Art. (2001) "NAEP/NWP Study Shows Link between Assignments, Better Student 

Writing," The Voice, Berkeley, CA: National Writing Project. 
Phelps, Terry. (2003) “A Baker’s Dozen of Fat-Cutting Exercises.” The Voice. Berkeley, CA: 

National Writing Project. 
Robb, Laura. (2004) Nonfiction Writing from the Inside Out. New York: Scholastic. 
Romano, Tom. (2000) “Prior to Publishing: Word Work.” Voices from the Middle. Urbana, IL: 

National Council of Teachers of English. 
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Tchudi, Susan; Estrem Heidi; and Hanlon, Patti-Anne. (1997) “Unsettling Drafts: Helping 
Students See New Possibilities in Their Writing.” English Journal. Urbana, IL: National 
Council of Teachers of English. 

 
Course Objectives: 

• Participants will read theories of writing that provide a rationale and context for the 
strategies and assessment practices presented. 

• Participants will write in a variety of genres to learn how writing promotes learning as 
well as to improve their own writing skills. 

• Participants will develop curriculum that is aligned with Missouri's Curriculum 
Frameworks and Show-Me Standards and embeds writing experiences to assess prior 
knowledge and progress in learning. 

• Participants will design rubrics that articulate their expectations and guide their 
assessment of writing. 

• Participants will participate in small and large group discussions, peer edit/revision 
sessions and oral presentations to sharpen their perceptions of the links between 
speaking, writing and reading. 

  
Academic Honesty: 
Academic honesty is fundamental to the activities and principles of a university. All members of 
the academic community must be confident that each person's work has been responsibly and 
honorably acquired, developed, and presented. Collaborative projects assume serious 
contributions by all members. Any effort to gain an advantage not given to all students is 
dishonest whether or not the effort is successful. The academic community regards academic 
dishonesty as an extremely serious matter, with serious consequences that could lead to failure of 
the class. When in doubt about plagiarism, paraphrasing, quoting or collaboration, consult the 
course instructor. 
  
Assignments: 
Reflection log 
Ten "constructed responses" to prompts on class learning 
Descriptive piece (1-2 pages; rubric provided) 
Narrative piece (2-3 pages; rubric provided) 
Persuasive piece (2-3 pages; rubric provided) 
Photowrite (models and rubric provided) 
Revision of one descriptive, narrative, persuasive piece or photowrite 
Curriculum unit according to rubric 
Oral presentation of unit 
Management Plan 
Summary Reflection  
  
Course Content: 
Session 1 
Introductions, program overview and expectations 
Understanding writing process  
Mining ideas for writing 
Writer’s notebooks 
Creating brain compatible classrooms 
Read: Paulsen article 
   



Building Leadership 20 

Session 2 
Warming up with words 
The importance of word play 
Sentence variation 
Revision work on narrative writing (Barry Lane video) 
 Read: Laura Harper article;  use Graves revision piece to complete first revision of narrative 
writing 
  
Session 3 
What is good writing? 
Word crafting 
Using PQP as peer response method 
Using imitation to teach writing 
Strategies for becoming a good observer (zooming in; explode a moment, shrink a century, 
snapshots) 
Share narrative for feedback from instructors 
Read: Tchudi article; write two new introductions to narrative piece. 
  
Session 4 
How to use prompted writing  
Creating productive prompts 
Assessment:  Developing rubrics, using portfolios 
Read:  Phelps and LeNoir articles 
 
Session 5 
Format for curriculum unit explained. (models surveyed)  Elements include: 
   1. key concepts to be mastered 
   2. performance and content standards to be assessed 
   3. strategies for assessing prior knowledge 
   4. graphic organizers to be used 
   5. content information to be mastered 
  6. written work and oral presentation assigned 
   7. performance tasks 
   8. rubrics (scoring guide) for major assignments 
   9. culminating activity 
How do we successfully move students from narrative to expository writing? 
Descriptive writing 
  
Share descriptive piece for peer feedback (turn in to instructor) 
Strategies for using graphic organizers for expository writing  
Non-traditional nonfiction writing 
Conferences on unit; writing time 
Assignment:  Bring materials for photowrite; read Burke 
  
Session 6 
Share non-traditional nonfiction writing for peer feedback (turn in to instructor) 
Preparing a photowrite (topic selection, gathering language, choosing graphics and format) 
Conferences and writing time 
Gather information for photowrite, work on unit 
Using cognitive maps 
Strategies for assessing daily learning (word tournaments, word sorts) 
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Assignment:  Write photowrite; develop graphic organizer of learning from sessions 1-6. 
  
Session 7 
Share photowrite for peer feedback (turn in to instructor) 
Writing persuasively (determining central question, gather arguments/ supporting details, 
addressing the other point of view) 
Strategies for collecting meaning from reading ( using post-it notes to respond, two-word 
strategy, reading response journals, vocabulary) 
Conferences and writing time 
Assignment:  Gather data for persuasive essay, work on unit 
 
Session 8 
Share persuasive essay for peer feedback (turn in to instructor) 
More on revision strategies (ratiocination-a step by step approach to looking for elements of 
writing to improve, student/teacher conferences) 
 Conferences, writing time 
Teaching skills in context 
 Assignment:  Choose piece to revise and ratiocinate, work on unit; read Newkirk's Reclaiming 
the Essay (writing thought-provoking essays that aren't five-paragraphs 
Oral presentations on unit and peer feedback 
Class evaluations 
 
In addition to the above session work, instructors will observe each participant as they use writing 
in their course content.  Conferences will follow each observation to enhance instruction. 
 
Evaluation/Grading 
Attendance and participation  20 points 
Reflection log    20 points 
Narrative    40 points 
Persuasive Essay   40 points 
Photowrite    40 points 
Descriptive piece   30 points 
Revised piece    75 points 
Graphic organizer   10 points 
Curriculum unit              100 points 
Presentation    10 points 
Final reflection     10 points 
Participation    20 points 
    Total  425 points 
  
 Grading scale 
 A- to A=380-425 points 
 B- to B=340-379 points 
 C- to C=298-339 points 
 F=297 and below 
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Appendix B 
 
G ateway W r iting Pr oject 
Classroom Observation Protocol 
 
Context:  This instrument is designed to be used on a continuum with other measures of 
classroom practice. Prior to this observation, teachers have completed a self-report survey 
of their classroom practices. This observation and the brief interview attached are 
intended to provide further evidence to support the survey data. The observation cycle is 
best followed by an in-depth interview. 
 
Some questions for this survey were developed by the Mississippi Writing Thinking 
Institute and are copyrighted by Mississippi State University. 
 
Observation Date 
 

 

Observer’s Name 
 

 

Teacher’s Name 
 

 

Class/Grade Level 
 

 

School 
 

 

Observation 
Time/Length 
 

 

 
I. Physical Setting/Classroom Context 

 
Consider the room arrangement. Where were the students and teacher working on this 
particular day? 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Describe what was on the walls/board in regards to writing and the display of student 
work. Also consider what was not there. 
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What are the details that stand out to you concerning the literacy elements of the 
classroom—particularly the teaching of writing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How were students interacting? Who was talking? Who was listening? What was the 
teacher doing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If helpful, sketch the layout of the classroom designating desk/work and writing 
spaces/supports (e.g. computers). 
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II.  Lesson Flow and Summary 
Please record the major events of the lesson. Cite evidence, examples, and direct 
quotations if possible. 
 

Time 
(Min.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Observation Comments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Materials 
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III. Strategies 
Listed below are strategies/concepts participants rated on a self-assessment survey. Either 
in the lesson you observed or in other assignments/student writing the instructor may 
share with you, please mark “yes” if you saw evidence of the following: 

 
What kinds of writing did you see used? (Leave blank if not observed.) 
 
 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Quickwrites/free writes   
Constructed responses   
Point of view writing   
Dialogues/plays   
Poetry   
Personal narratives/memoirs   
Stories   
Essays of various kinds   
Book reports   
Research papers/projects   
Reading response journals   
Learning logs/classroom notes   
Personal journals   
Letters   
Editorials   
Summaries   
Interviews   
 

What strategies did you see used? (Leave blank if not observed.) 
 
 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Graphic organizers   
Writers notebooks   
Word walls/word banks   
Word building activities   
Sentence combining/sentence 
building   
Mini-lessons    
Modeling   
Running records   
Student-teacher conferences   
Scoring guides   
Portfolios   
Daily Oral Language   
Power Writing   
Literature Circles   
Other major strategy (specify)   
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What aspects of the writing process did you observe? (Leave blank if not observed.) 
 
 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Prewriting   
Drafting   
Peer responding   
Revision   
Editing   
Publishing student work   
 

Did you observe support as students developed a major writing assignment? 
 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Discuss the assignment in class   
Provide choice within an 
assignment 

  

Allow the students to work on the 
assignment over time 

  

Give opportunities for writing in 
class 

  

Conference with individual 
students 

  

Provide opportunities for revision   
Use examples of finished products 
as models 

  

Discuss and analyze these models   
Give students opportunities for 
feedback from peers on drafts 

  

Provide some instruction in how to 
respond to drafts 

  

Allot time for editing and 
proofreading of drafts before they are 
submitted.    

  

Other (specify topic)   
 

Did you observe response to student writing? 
 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Write comments in the margins or 
at the end 

  

Offer students specific written 
suggestions for revision 

  

Provide comments and a grade   
Write comments on post-it notes   
Use editing symbols and 
abbreviations 
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Put comments on a response form   
Conference with individual 
students 

  

Not applicable   
Other (Explain:                                    
) 

  

 
Did you observe the sharing of student writing? 
 

 Yes Notes/Evidence 
Publishing   
Read arounds   
Bulletin board displays   
Author’s Chair   
Websites or online conference 
boards 

  

Other   
 
 

IV. Post-Observation Interview 
Note: When district personnel set up observation/interview times, they need ask teachers 
to bring a class set of writing samples. Writing should be from all students and should 
include prewriting, related materials, drafts, etc. Press teachers to give specific instances 
from the writing they have brought if possible to illustrate the following questions. 
 
Part I 
1. Use the student samples you brought with you to describe how you taught this piece of 
 writing from beginning to end. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What decisions do you make along the way?  How do you make those decisions? 
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3. Initially, (at the beginning of the school year) how much time do you spend taking a 
piece of writing through a process to final draft? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Who are the audiences for your students’ writing? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What are the different kinds of writing that your students do? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
6. What strategies do you use to help students improve their papers? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. How do you help students master grammar, mechanics, and usage? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
8. Overall, what portion of your weekly teaching time with a single group of students 

is given to writing process activities or writing to learn in the content areas? 
              ____0-24 percent 
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              ____25-49 percent 
              ____50-74 percent 
              ____75-100 percent 
 
9.   How do you know your students are improving as writers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10.  How do you use student writing to drive instruction? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part II 

1. How do you sustain your own professional growth as a writing teacher? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Are you a writer? How do you sustain your own personal growth as a writer? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What professional development related to the teaching of writing, if any, have you 
participated in during the past five years? 

• What strategies from that professional development, if any, have you 
implemented in your classroom? 

• What support did you receive for implementing those strategies? 
• What did you find most helpful? 
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• What did you find least helpful? 
• What organization(s) or individual(s) led this professional development? 

 
 
 
 
 



Building Leadership 31 

Appendix C 
 
Reliability Rates: Scoring Conference 2007 


	Total District Secondary Communication Arts
	Comparison Teachers
	Program Teachers
	Part I
	Use the student samples you brought with you to describe how you taught this piece of  writing from beginning to end.
	What decisions do you make along the way?  How do you make those decisions?
	Initially, (at the beginning of the school year) how much time do you spend taking a piece of writing through a process to final draft?
	Who are the audiences for your students’ writing?
	Part II


