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ChaPTer 2

Writing Instruction  
in Schools Today

Writing instruction 30 years ago was a relatively simple affair: The typi-
cal assignment consisted of a few sentences setting out a topic, given in 
class and finished up for homework. Students were expected to write a 
page or less, to be graded by the teacher. Almost no class time was given 
over to writing instruction, or even to introducing the assignment. When 
students were asked to write, the teacher took an average of just over 3 
minutes to introduce the assignment, answer the inevitable procedural 
questions (How many pages? Single or double spaced? Can it be in pen-
cil?), and ask the students to start writing (Applebee, 1981).

The teaching of writing was generally the domain of the English lan-
guage arts class. Although teachers of other subjects did ask their students 
to write, this was usually done to “show what you know,” not because the 
act of writing itself might have a special role in the acquisition of disciplin-
ary knowledge and skill. 

This portrait of writing instruction as it was over a quarter century 
ago, drawn from data collected in 1979–80 for Applebee’s Writing in the 
Secondary School (1981), provides the backdrop and points of comparison 
for the current study. At the time of the earlier study, the profession was 
just beginning to develop a systematic research base on learning to write 
and writing to learn, building from the work of Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, 
and Schoer (1963), Britton (1970; Britton et al., 1975), Emig (1971), 
and others (e.g., Gregg & Steinberg, 1980). Since then, a concentrated 
period of research on writing development, teaching, and learning has 
ensued, accompanied by active engagement with teachers through col-
laborations such as the National Writing Project. This burst of research 
led to the development of new approaches, which were in turn shared 
in workshops and conference sessions, and taken up by many teachers 
across the country. 

As we explained in Chapter 1, much has changed since 1980: in our 
understanding of effective practice, in the institutional context that shapes 
instruction, and in the technologies available for students to use. But how 
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have these changes influenced the writing and writing instruction that 
students experience? That is the focus of this chapter, in which we pro-
vide an overview of current practice in the teaching of writing. Major 
topics include the amount of writing currently required, the audiences 
for student work, the impact of high-stakes tests, and the approaches to 
writing instruction in the core subject areas in middle and high schools 
across the United States.

HoW muCH exTended WrITIng do sTudenTs do?

We asked teachers in the national survey how much extended writing (a 
paragraph or more) students were asked to do in a typical 9-week grad-
ing period, for each of the four core academic subjects: English, social 
studies/history, science, and math. Their responses indicated that, while 
students were asked to write more for their English classes than for any 
other subject, they wrote more for all their other subjects combined than 
they did for English. For papers of a page or less, for example, teachers 
reported requiring 5.5 papers for English during a 9-week grading period, 
4.3 for social studies/history, 3.5 for science, and 1.1 for math. This adds 
up to 8.9 papers for the other subjects in comparison to 5.5 for English. 
The differences were smaller for papers of 1 or 2 pages (2.6 for English 
versus 3.5 for the other subjects combined) or 3 or more pages (1.1 for 
English as well as for the other subjects combined), but the pattern held. 
Clearly, students’ experiences across the curriculum are likely to have an 
important impact on how they write and the qualities that they consider 
important in their writing.

Further, these figures suggest that even in English class students, on 
average, were not writing a great deal at the time of the national survey. 
Combining all three types of papers, the typical student was expected to 
produce approximately 1.6 pages a week of extended prose for English 
and another 2.1 pages for the other three subjects combined. When the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress asked a similar set of ques-
tions 15 years ago, results were quite similar: 40% of Grade 12 students 
reported hardly ever being asked to write a paper of three or more pages 
(Applebee & Langer, 2009). More recently, in the 2011 assessment, 10% 
of Grade 8 students and 14% of Grade 12 students reported they did no 
writing for homework for their English language arts classes in a typical 
week; another 31% at Grade 8 and 26% at Grade 12 reported a page or 
less of writing (results from the NAEP Data Explorer [NCES, n.d.]).

What is an appropriate length and frequency of writing may, of 
course, differ from subject to subject and from task to task; that is, what 
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may be an appropriate length for a particular type of writing in one sub-
ject may differ in another subject. However, as Writing Standard 10 of 
the Common Core State Standards (CCSSO & NGA, 2010) asserts, it is still 
important for students to write “routinely over extended time frames . . . 
and shorter time frames . . . for a range of tasks, purposes, and audiences” 
(p. 18) appropriate to each discipline. 

The amount of extended writing—a paragraph or more—seems par-
ticularly limited when viewed against how students spend the rest of their 
time. Of the 8,542 separate assignments that we gathered from 138 case 
study students in the 20 schools in the five-state study (a sampling of all 
of their written work in the four core content areas during a semester), 
only 19% of assignments represented extended writing of a paragraph or 
more; all the rest consisted of fill-in-the-blank and short-answer exercis-
es, and copying of information directly from the teacher’s presentations—
activities that are best described as writing without composing. (Results 
were similar for middle and high school students, with 21% and 18% of 
their work, respectively, involving extended writing.)

Classroom observations found a similar emphasis, with students hav-
ing pencil-on-paper (or, less often, fingers on keyboards) much of the 
time, but very little of it involving extended writing. In the middle school 
classes only 4% of observed class time was devoted to writing of a para-
graph or more, rising to 8% in high school. Although low, this is a signifi-
cant increase over results from 1979–80, when only 4% of observed class 
time in high school classes involved extended writing. (Middle school 
classes were not observed in the earlier study, so comparable data are not 
available.) 

Even in the schools from the five-state study, selected for their em-
phasis on writing instruction, some of the teachers commented that there 
was less writing going on than might be expected:

I don’t do it [use writing] as much as I would want to do it. Most is 
done through notes, summarizing. Sometimes I have students do 
comic strips. I try to make it fun. (Grade 6 social studies teacher)

After a visit to a semiurban middle school in the study, the field re-
searchers hinted at some of the constraints that limit the amount of writ-
ing assigned: 

While the current administration would like more writing, at pres-
ent it’s not a major focus. . . . All of the teachers agreed that writing 
and writing across the curriculum are important to student success. 
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However, they also stated that the current cuts in funding and pres-
sure to teach a certain amount of specified content before state tests 
come around have drastically limited writing in their classes.

Teachers who have long-term institutional memory point to 
a time (about 15 years ago) when there was ongoing, excellent 
professional development in writing from both outside (a National 
Writing Project affiliate) and inside the district (writing project fel-
low who worked in the district). The district at that time had good 
funding and used it for professional development. (Field researchers’ 
summary and interpretation of school visit)

Overall, in comparison to the 1979–80 study, students in our study 
were writing more in all subjects, but that writing tended to be short and 
often did not provide students with opportunities to use composing as a 
way to think through the issues, to show the depth or breadth of their 
knowledge, or to make new connections or raise new issues.

WHo reads WHaT sTudenTs WrITe?

Much of the emphasis in improving writing instruction over the past sev-
eral decades has focused on providing authentic tasks that would be read 
by responsive audiences, including the teacher interacting with students 
about the growth of the ideas and understandings they have expressed 
in writing. This differs qualitatively from show-you-know writing where 
the teacher wants students to include particular information and students 
must figure out what is wanted. In the first case, the student and teacher 
are thinking about the student’s understanding and how it can be refined 
and further developed; the student is an active agent in meaning devel-
opment. In the second case the student is engaged in guessing what the 
teacher wants rather than what the ideas mean. 

Teachers in 1979–80 and again in the present study were asked di-
rectly about who would read the writing from a typical class. Their re-
sponses show a noticeable shift over time, with students today being 
considerably more likely to  have teachers respond to their work as part 
of what James Britton and his colleagues (1975) called a “teacher-learner 
dialogue” in which teachers react without necessarily assigning a grade. 
The percent of high school teachers in the four core subjects who re-
ported reacting to students’ writing without grading rose from 12% to 
20% across these 30 years, and was even higher in middle school (35%). 
Similarly, the percent of high school teachers who frequently reacted as 
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well as graded rose from 52% in the earlier study to 80% in the present 
study. Both sets of responses are evidence of a heightened concern with 
engaging with the content of student work. 

Students today also are considerably more likely to be asked to share 
their work with other students. Over half of middle school and 44% of 
high school English teachers reported frequently asking students to share 
work with other students; in the earlier study, only 16% reported regu-
larly asking students to share their work. Similar increases were apparent 
in responses from science and social studies teachers (increasing from 1% 
to 15% and from 3% to 7%, respectively), though they were clearly less 
enthusiastic than their peers in the English department. 

WHaT Is THe effeCT of HIgH-sTakes TesTs?

That we teach in an era of high-stakes tests is more than obvious, but 
what can we say about the effects of such testing on the teaching of writ-
ing? At the middle school level, 81% of the teachers of English and 79% 
of teachers of math reported that the students in a typical class would take 
a high-stakes test this year; the comparable figures were 40% for science 
and 36% for social studies/history. At the high school level, 48% of the 
English teachers and 70% of the math teachers reported a high-stakes test 
this year, compared with 56% in science and 41% in social studies/history 
classes. For most subjects, three quarters or more of the teachers at both 
levels reported their students would face a high-stakes test in their subject 
in this or a later year. The only exception was for social studies/history, 
where only 58% at middle school and 50% at high school expected their 
students to have to take a high-stakes exam in their subject.

When asked about the importance of various external exams in shap-
ing curriculum and instruction, the state exam was rated as important by 
86% of the teachers at middle school, followed by district exams (64%). 
At the high school level, state exams again topped the list, rated as im-
portant by 66%, followed by district exams (48%), SAT and ACT exams 
(46%), and Advanced Placement or International Baccalaureate exams 
(30%). Unfortunately, as we will see, responses to other questions on the 
survey suggest that the importance placed on these exams does not auger 
well for the teaching of writing. Another series of questions asked what 
percent of the grade on the high-stakes test would be based on open-
ended responses of any sort. The responses make it clear that relatively 
little writing was required even in English (an average of 30% of the 
high-stakes grade in high school, only 17% in middle school). Compara-
ble figures for other subjects at the high school level were 26% for social 



WritinG inStruCtion in SCHooLS toDay 17

studies/history, 12% for science, and 11% for math. These numbers are 
of particular concern because they included any open-ended responses, 
from single sentences to whole essays, as well as show-your-work and 
explain-your-problem-solving tasks in math and science. Even including 
these abbreviated tasks, the use of writing as a way to demonstrate con-
tent knowledge or disciplinary thinking was minimal.

English end-of-course exams, in contrast to high-stakes external ex-
ams, gave slightly more emphasis to extended writing. Teachers reported 
that 24% of the total grade in middle school, and 41% in high school, 
would be based on writing of at least paragraph length. But even these 
somewhat higher numbers mean that writing on average mattered less 
than multiple-choice or short-answer questions in assessing performance 
in English. (Percentages for the other three subjects did not differ notice-
ably from those for the high-stakes exams.) 

Some teachers and administrators, in fact, were quite explicit about 
aligning their own testing with the high-stakes exams their students 
would face:

I think our school gives significant emphasis [to writing]. One of 
the things that acts as a limiting factor on that emphasis is the TAKS 
[Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills] test, and only in Eng-
lish are students required to write in order to pass the exit level 
TAKS. In social studies, science, and math there are only multiple-
choice components. I think the pressure to do well on TAKS some-
times takes away from the time that teachers feel that they have 
available and the energy they are willing to commit to [writing]. We 
spend a lot of time on TAKS preparation and, unfortunately, I think 
teachers would be nonsensical not to prepare kids for TAKS. (High 
school principal)

When asked how they prepare students for the high-stakes tests 
they face, teachers reported heavy emphasis on some familiar types of 
test preparation, including frequent “test prep” on the particular types 
of question that appear on the exam (76%), and using sample questions 
from old exams or commercial practice materials that present similar 
items (63%). They also reported making frequent use of rubrics or scoring 
systems similar to those that would be used on the exam (68%), and of 
incorporating the types of writing from the exam in the regular curricu-
lum rather than providing “test prep” (71%). Although the provision of 
rubrics and the use of curriculum standards and assessments to align the 
curriculum can both be valuable strategies (see Langer, 2004), on balance 
the teachers’ responses suggest that high-stakes tests were having a very 
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direct and limiting effect on classroom emphases. And given the dearth of 
writing required on most tests, this created a powerful momentum away 
from the teaching of writing.

On another question, some 55% of English teachers reported frequent 
practice in timed, on-demand writing, another seeming response to the 
writing tasks that are included on some high-stakes tests. Such tasks were 
less frequent in subjects that were less likely to have on-demand essay ques-
tions: 24% for social studies/history, 17% in science, and 12% in math. 

One teacher described the effects of the tests on the curriculum in 
her school:

I teach sixth-grade social studies. They do a lot of writing in my 
class. We try to get them to echo the questions in their answers. And 
first, we probably start with basic sentence-building skills and even-
tually expand into writing paragraphs. Then, in eighth grade, they 
have their DBQs [document-based essays]. So getting them used to 
writing sentences, then paragraphs, then into essays. (Middle school 
social studies teacher)

Others described how what counts on the exam influenced, perhaps 
unintentionally, curriculum and instruction. The following comments are 
typical:

Everybody’s willing and enthusiastic every time we talk about [writ-
ing across the curriculum], and we get really excited. . . . But how 
often do you really get a chance to do something like that? . . . [We 
benchmark in math] four times a year, plus the state test, plus the 
practice state test. To give you an idea, we had a practice test middle 
of February and here it is the second week in March and we’re do-
ing another benchmark assessment. So we’re losing another 2 days 
of work, and I could write a paragraph about that, but you couldn’t 
publish it. (Middle school math chair)

I used to do a research project but don’t do it anymore because of 
the emphasis on tests. Research projects are so much more time 
intensive—go to bare bones to prepare for tests. (Eighth-grade his-
tory teacher)

Writing is essential as it promotes higher order thinking, and it dem-
onstrates to a teacher the extent to which students are understand-
ing or making sense of the content. Currently high-stakes testing is 
at odds, at least in history, because there is mostly multiple-choice 
testing. (High school history teacher)
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In the attempt to focus on what is most essential for later success, 
many state standards and their accompanying assessments have limited 
the range of purposes for writing. One eighth-grade language arts teacher 
described how writing instruction today compared with instruction at an 
earlier stage of her career:

We don’t do the fun things anymore. You can’t give them a picture 
with a maze and ask them to write the adventure of what hap-
pened. You can’t give them creative things; it helps with their flu-
ency but it doesn’t help with “business.” It’s all business now. It’s all 
about standards-based teaching and teaching the standards. 

The effects of examinations were not all bad, however; schools that 
focused on the International Baccalaureate or certain Advanced Place-
ment examinations found that the exams increased their attention to 
writing:

Because we’re an IB school, there is a big emphasis on students being 
able to reflect on their learning; to reflect in some type of way that 
they have learned something. So there is a big emphasis on writing 
that reflection. So they’re getting writing in all their classes; not just 
in the language arts class. (Sixth-grade language arts teacher)

I guess 15 years ago, I would never have asked my kids to justify 
anything; it was just an answer, and I graded it. And now, I am try-
ing to get them to be able to validate what their answer is and be 
able to put it into words so that they can support it. . . . I think one 
of the main influences in that has been the AP test, probably. (High 
school math chair)

And some changes in state exams do seem to be reinforcing the place 
of writing in the curriculum. A middle school math teacher in New York 
State explained the value she saw:

When kids are writing, I can get a sense of what they understand, 
like taking a picture of what they understand—for assessment. Writ-
ing is a study skill for them. When they write in their own words, 
they understand the content better. It’s a translation of sorts of what 
the book is saying. [It’s] also a form of communication.

In the earlier study, carried out during 1979–80, pressure from ex-
ternal exams was nonexistent. Norm-referenced standardized tests were 
used to assess the progress of individual students, but they were not tied 
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to the curriculum and did not carry high stakes for schools and teachers. 
In the current study, for better or for worse, external examinations are 
driving many aspects of curriculum and instruction.

WHaT kInds of WrITIng InsTruCTIon do TeaCHers emPHasIze?

For classes that were asked to do any writing of at least paragraph length, 
teachers were asked about their typical approaches to the teaching of 
writing. Teachers of all subjects reflected a concern with being clear about 
what was expected in particular types of writing assignments. The most 
frequent emphasis in all four subject areas was to clearly specify the spe-
cific parts (depending on type of writing, such things as introduction, 
body paragraphs, hypotheses, evidence, citations from passages, summa-
ry, or conclusions) that must be included (ranging from 94% of English 
teachers to 69% of math teachers); this was paralleled with an across-
subject emphasis on providing rubrics that highlighted the characteristics 
of a good response (ranging from 82% of English teachers to 52% of math 
teachers). 

Process-oriented approaches to writing instruction were widespread 
and easily identified in English classes (91% frequently spending class 
time on generating and organizing ideas before writing, and 90% teach-
ing specific strategies for planning, drafting, revising, and organizing), and 
to a lesser extent in social studies/history (61% reporting class time on 
generating and organizing ideas before writing, and 41% teaching spe-
cific writing strategies). Also popular was providing models of effective re-
sponses for students to read, analyze, and emulate (85% in English, 43% 
in other subjects). This can be useful in helping students develop a clearer 
understanding of what is expected in different kinds of writing tasks.

Collaborative work remains less popular than teacher-led activities. 
Some 60% of English teachers reported frequently having students work 
together on their writing, and 44% reported organizing a workshop envi-
ronment. Both approaches were less popular in other subject areas: Some 
41% of teachers of the other subjects reported asking students to work 
together, and only 13% reported organizing a workshop environment for 
student work. 

The following notes from a classroom observation illustrate how 
some of these emphases came together in a 12th-grade social studies class 
to support students’ revisions of their work: 

Teacher opened class explaining that their “Privacy Project Portfo-
lios” were due next week. Today they’d have the opportunity to do 
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a Gallery Walk . . . and give feedback (using feedback forms and ru-
brics) on portfolios before they’re turned in.

Teacher outlined what the 1–5 scale meant in more specific 
terms. Rubrics clearly defining 1–5 are posted in the back of the 
room and also distributed for reference during the Gallery Walk. 
After expectations have been clearly outlined, students begin their 
Gallery Walk with their small groups, evaluating all projects except 
their own. Groups will then receive the feedback from the rest of 
the class in order to make revisions before the project is due.

Students are heard intensively (but quietly) reviewing the crite-
ria rubric, trying to come to consensus on what an appropriate score 
will be for each section. Students are clearly actively engaged in the 
process, and the discussions and process seem familiar to them. The 
teacher was left free to monitor small groups, and have one-on-one 
discussions as needed regarding the evaluation/feedback process. 
Students were comfortable and familiar with the rubric, so much of 
Ms. H’s time was spent observing and “listening in.” She would oc-
casionally step in and ask some pointed questions in order to elicit 
thinking about the rubric and the process.

At the end of class they were able to briefly discuss, when they 
gave a 1, why they gave a 1. Ms H: “Hopefully this will create a 
sense of urgency, that even if you thought you were done, you’re 
not.” Revision was encouraged.

As a set, these activities reflect a much more sophisticated under-
standing of effective writing instruction than was evident in 1979–80. 
In the earlier study, instruction took place mostly as a response to com-
pleted work, rather than as a systematic attempt to clarify the task and 
to provide strategies and collaborative activities that would help students 
learn to complete the task successfully. Only 32% of English teachers in 
the earlier survey, for example, reported making regular use of model 
responses, compared with 85% in the present study; only 37% reported 
brainstorming activities before writing, compared with 91% spending 
time on generating and organizing ideas in classrooms today. 

The complication is that although teachers seemed to have a better 
understanding of appropriate techniques to use when they assign writ-
ing, they still did not assign much of it. Competing priorities, such as test 
preparation, constrained the amount of time given to writing instruction. 
Classroom observations in the 20 schools selected for local reputations for 
excellence in the teaching of writing represent “best case” scenarios, both 
in the selection of the schools, and in the fact that teachers were aware 
that our teams of observers were interested in the teaching of writing. 
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Even so, the percent of class time focused on any aspect of writing in-
struction was very small. In the English classes observed, 6% of time was 
focused on the teaching of explicit writing strategies; 6% on the study 
of models; 4% on evaluating writing, including discussion of rubrics or 
standards; 4% on vocabulary; 3% on structure and organization; 1% on 
grammar or usage; and 1% on spelling. (Since multiple things were often 
going on at once, summing these percentages would overestimate the 
time devoted to writing instruction.) To put the numbers in perspective, 
in a 50-minute period, students would have had on average just over 
3 minutes of instruction related to explicit writing strategies (the most 
frequent emphasis observed), or a total of 2 hours and 22 minutes in a 
9-week grading period.

Writing-related instruction was observed most often in English classes, 
but the other subjects had their own particular emphases. Science classes 
put most emphasis on the development of vocabulary (9% of observed 
time), coupled with the study of models (5%) and a focus on explicit writ-
ing strategies (3%), both typically in the context of the ubiquitous lab 
report. Math classes also emphasized the study of models (10%) demon-
strating appropriate steps in solving mathematical problems, and vocabu-
lary (4%). Social studies/history classes had the least emphasis on writing-
related instruction, with most attention to the study of models (3% of class 
time) and to rubrics or standards for evaluation (2%). 

Comparable data are not available from the earlier study, which 
found that most writing instruction came after the fact, in teacher com-
ments and suggestions on completed work. 

WrITIng THen and noW

The snapshot of writing instruction presented here looks quite different 
from the picture that emerged in 1979–80. In 1979–80 students were 
typically provided with a question to be answered in a page or less, with 
instruction taking place after the fact, in the comments and responses that 
teachers offered on completed work. In contrast, teachers today reported 
emphasizing a variety of research-based instructional practices (Graham 
& Perrin, 2007), including clearly specifying what is required in a particu-
lar type of writing; teaching specific strategies for prewriting, writing, and 
revision; and using models of successful responses for students to analyze, 
critique, and emulate.

If notions of good instruction have changed, for a variety of reasons 
the typical classroom still did not pay much attention to extended writing. 
In 1979–80 the majority of the writing that students completed was writ-
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ing without composing—short-answer or fill-in-the-blank tasks, or copy-
ing from the board, where the resulting “text” was completely structured 
by the teacher or textbook. In the current study that picture looked much 
the same, with students completing many more pages of exercises and 
copying than they did of original writing of even a paragraph in length. 
And even some of the extended writing that students did complete was 
constrained in the current study as practice for on-demand, timed as-
sessments. The instruction that occurred in such cases was limited to the 
skills necessary for successful performance on the specific types of writing 
included in the assessment, rather than on the development of the skills 
and strategies that would serve a student well in the varied tasks that 
make up the much larger domain of writing that students will encounter 
in higher education and the workplace.

for example: Two social studies Tasks, Then and now

We can illustrate the changes that have taken place with two ex-
amples, one drawn from the earlier study, and the other from the present 
one. Both are social studies tasks that ask students to deal with broad 
historical questions. 

Then. The question from the earlier study given in Figure 2.1, on the 
changes that occurred during the Reformation, is in many ways an im-
possible task, requiring book-length treatment to be handled well. It be-
comes a possible task only when it is seen as a request for a summary of 
material that has already been covered by the teacher or textbook. To do 
well, the students have to have learned a series of generalizations about 
the Reformation, and must be able to repeat them in their own words; the 
task does not ask for original analysis or synthesis.

Now. Now consider the task in Figure 2.2, on the causes of the French 
Revolution. Like the question from the earlier study, this is essentially a 
test of what students know about a particular historical period. Indeed, 
the instructions begin by asking them how they would answer the ques-

fiGure 2.1. a typical Writing task from 1979–80

Western Europe on the eve of the Reformation was a civilization going through 
great changes. In a well-written essay describe the political, economic, social, 
and cultural changes Europe was going through at the time of the Reformation.  
(25 points) (Ninth-grade social studies)
 

Note. From Applebee 1981, p. 74.
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tion based on what they have already learned. The task continues, how-
ever, providing them with a set of new source materials to analyze in light 
of their knowledge of the historical period and in light of the question 
that is posed. This is a considerably more difficult task than the earlier 
example, and its structure provides a variety of supports to help students 
complete it successfully (including some comprehension questions that 
are not presented here, following each of the documents). 

Such document-based questions are typically accompanied by a ru-
bric that explains how the essay will be graded, providing a tool for revi-
sion and self-evaluation. New York State, where this question originated, 
offers a generic rubric for such document-based questions (New York 
State Education Department, Office of State Assessment, 2007). A supe-
rior paper (scoring 5 on a 0 to 5 scale): 

•	 Thoroughly	develops	all	aspects	of	the	task	evenly	and	in	depth	
•	 Is	more	analytical	than	descriptive	(analyzes,	evaluates,	and/or	

creates information) 
•	 Incorporates	relevant	information	from	at	least	xxx	documents	

[xxx varies by item]
•	 Incorporates	substantial	relevant	outside	information	
•	 Richly	supports	the	theme	with	many	relevant	facts,	examples,	

and details 
•	 Demonstrates	a	logical	and	clear	plan	of	organization;	includes	

an introduction and a conclusion that are beyond a restatement 
of the theme 

A minimally scoring paper (score of 1), on the other hand:

•	 Minimally	develops	some	aspects	of	the	task
•	 Is	descriptive;	may	lack	understanding,	application,	or	analysis
•	 Makes	vague,	unclear	references	to	the	documents	or	consists	

primarily of relevant and irrelevant information copied from the 
documents

•	 Presents	little	or	no	relevant	outside	information
•	 May	demonstrate	a	weakness	in	organization;	may	lack	focus;	

may contain digressions; may not clearly identify which aspect 
of the task is being addressed; may lack an introduction and/or 
conclusion 

This task is typical of many that we have seen across subject areas, 
with built-in scaffolding and an obvious attempt to be clear about what 
success will require. Many of the tasks we have seen exhibit the prob-
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lems that are buried even in this example, however. Although the task 
requires students to work with new material, the underlying task remains 
one that begins with a restatement or summary of points that have been 
developed in previous classes or in the textbook, and then asks students 
to use the new documents to illustrate (or “richly support”) those points 
rather than to generate new understandings. There is also a tendency in 
tasks of this type to generate formulaic writing. In this particular case, 
the admonition to “discuss three” causes of the French Revolution points 
strongly toward a five-paragraph theme, albeit one to be elaborated with 
new details drawn from the accompanying primary source documents. 

Hillocks (2002) noted this tendency toward formulaic writing in his 
critique of state writing assessments, and teachers in the schools we stud-
ied were quite aware of the dangers, if resigned to the necessity. As one 
teacher put it,

fiGure 2.2. a typical Writing task now

Causes of the frenCh revolution

Historical Context: The French Revolution of 1789 had many long-range causes. 
Political, social, and economic conditions in France contributed to the discontent 
felt by many French people—especially those of the third estate. The ideas of the 
intellectuals of the Enlightenment brought new views of government and society.  
The American Revolution also influenced the coming of the French Revolution.

directions: The following question is based on the accompanying documents in 
Part A.  As you analyze the documents, take into account both the source of the 
document and the author’s point of view. Be sure to:

1. Carefully read the document-based question. Consider what you already 
know about this topic. How would you answer the question if you had no 
documents to examine?

2. Now, read each document carefully, underlining key phrases and words 
that address the document-based question. You may also wish to use 
the margin to make brief notes. Answer the questions which follow each 
document.

3. Based on your own knowledge and the information found in the docu-
ments, formulate a thesis that directly answers the question.

4. Organize supportive and relevant information into a brief outline.
5. Write a well-organized essay proving your thesis. The essay should be 

logically presented and should include information both from the docu-
ments and from your own knowledge outside of the documents.

Question: What were the most important causes of the French Revolution?  
(Discuss three.) (10th-grade social studies)
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I think we become repetitive, but it’s the nature of the beast—same 
things with TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills); 
this is what you have to write, this is what has to be included, you 
have to include this number of quotes, you have to respond to your 
quote, so I think our essays become the same thing. We are able to 
use different literature, but the essays tend to have the same pro-
cess. Same outline. 

I think we need to move away from TAKS and move more into 
extended writing. Begin with this idea, add to it, add to it, add to it, 
rather than just little chunks. Our students now have a hard time 
finding a focus and staying with it with anything long enough to 
have extended-writing assignments. (12th-grade English teacher)

On the brighter side, some teachers have been successful in revising 
their curriculum and instruction in response to new knowledge about ef-
fective instruction, resulting in students who do well on high-stakes tests 
because they are immersed in a rich and engaging curriculum (Langer, 
2004). At the end of their visit, one of our teams of field researchers de-
scribed such a high school program, warts and all:

From the teachers observed and interviewed, it seemed the major-
ity of teachers had an in-depth understanding of how writing can 
propel thinking, how writing can help students understand content, 
and how writing can help teachers understand what students come 
away with. They draw on a wide repertoire of approaches and strat-
egies. Most impressive is that teachers have specific intentions and 
are very reflective about the writing strategies they teach. Some of 
the strategies observed were: deconstructing prompts, how to pose 
questions, how to anticipate readers’ questions, strategies for para-
phrasing, Socratic Seminars, use of criteria charts, writing on “Class-
room Graffiti Walls.” (Field researchers’ summary and interpretation 
of school visit)

THe boTTom lIne

Clearly the 30 years since the previous national study have seen a great 
deal of development in teachers’ conceptions of writing and its impor-
tance in learning. Across subject areas, teachers voice an understanding 
of the ways in which writing can contribute to learning, see writing as a 
valuable tool for assessing students’ understanding, and in many cases 
see unique and particular roles that writing could play within their own 
disciplines.
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At the same time, the actual writing that goes on in typical classrooms 
across the United States remains dominated by tasks in which the teacher 
does all the composing, and students are left only to fill in missing infor-
mation, whether copying directly from a teacher’s presentation, complet-
ing worksheets and chapter summaries, replicating highly formulaic essay 
structures keyed to high-stakes tests, or writing to “show they know” the 
particular information the teacher is seeking. Writing as a way to study, 
learn, and go beyond—as a way to construct knowledge or generate new 
networks of understandings (Langer, 2011a, 2011b)—is rare.


